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Abstract
I designed this descriptive correlational critical quantitative study to investigate the effect of race
on the likelihood a student is selected for, and time it takes to complete, the federal financial aid
verification process. Federal financial aid application forms do not ask any questions about race
or ethnicity and therefore larger quantitative studies using national data sets are at a disadvantage
when investigating racially inequitable outcomes. However, for this study, I utilized an existing
single institution’s dataset to investigate the federal verification process while paying particular
attention to the impact that race has on a student’s likelihood of being selected for, and the time
it takes to complete, the federal and institutional financial aid verification processes. Using a
critical quantitative methodology (QuantCrit), I found that Asian, Black or African American,
Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and students reporting Two or More Races were all statistically more
likely to be selected for the federal financial aid verification process than white students. I also
found that Asian and Black or African American students are statistically more likely to take
longer to complete the verification process than their white peers. The results of this study can
and should be used to inform and further discussions of policy and practice changes that are
necessary at both federal and institutional levels in order to reform financial aid policies to
ensure more racially equitable outcomes.
Keywords: financial aid, verification, equity, race, racism
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In this descriptive correlational critical quantitative study, I examined the effect of race
on a students’ likelihoods of both being selected for the federal verification process and the
length of time it takes for them to complete the process. Unless someone has been through or
helped another person through the federal financial aid verification process, it is not a widely
understood or known-about process (Berger & Warick, 2019). The vignette below is a fictional
account of one student’s experience with the verification process.
Verification: A Vignette
Adam, a first-generation college student who identifies racially as white1, planned on
attending a university within his home state’s college and university system in the fall of
2019. He filed his FAFSA in mid-February 2019 of his senior year during a FAFSA
completion event held at his high school. In March, he received a letter from his top
choice school’s financial aid office informing him that he had been selected for a process
called verification and indicating a list of forms, paperwork, and documentation that
would need to be completed and returned to the school. Among the items requested was
tax information and W-2s for both Adam and his parent, verification of their family size,
and number of people in college that year. Adam was confused -- did he not already
provide this information on his FAFSA? Why was the financial aid office asking for more
information about it? The forms explained that the office was required by federal law to
collect all of this information.
Adam lived with his mom and his two younger sisters in a duplex that they rented with his
grandmother. Adam, like most of his friends, had been working part-time during the
school year and full-time over the summers since he turned 16 years old. His first job was
at the local grocery store, but he recently got a new job where he earned a better per
hour wage. Adam’s mom did not file taxes and was not required to file taxes for the tax
year that the financial aid office requested, so they were required to obtain certification
directly from the IRS stating that they did not file taxes. Adam and his mom worked with
the university’s financial aid office to get this information and made a request online at
the IRS website. That request was rejected because the IRS system could not find a record
of their home address in the system. The financial aid office advised that they fill out an
IRS form 4506-T and request the non-filing statement through a fax directly to the IRS.
Adam did not have access to a fax machine, so the financial aid office faxed it for him
Despite the American Psychological Association’s (APA) recommendation to do so, I do not capitalize the word
“white” when describing white peoples’ racial identity because “white” does not refer to a particular cultural group
and does not require capitalization as a proper noun (Crenshaw, 1991).
1
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after he emailed them a copy of the completed form. Adam’s mom filled out the form;
however, a couple of weeks later, the IRS sent a response that she had forgotten to
provide a phone number and therefore the form was rejected, and they would need to file
it again. They completed the form again, sent it to the financial aid office, it was faxed
again, and the family received confirmation back two weeks later from the IRS that they
did not have a tax return on file for the year requested. Additionally, his mom did earn a
small amount of income for which a W-2 was issued, but she no longer worked for that
company. She did not keep a copy of the W-2, unfortunately, and therefore had to contact
that employer’s human resources department to secure another copy. The employer’s
human resource department requires navigation through a phone tree and ultimately a
request to go online to request the W-2. The online request system required that the
parent have remembered their employee ID and password from 2 years ago. She could
not remember her login credentials and tried getting the W-2 through the phone again.
She ended up going in person to her former workplace and requesting that the former
manager help request the W-2 information that is needed. Adam’s mom finally obtained
the W-2.
Meanwhile, Adam was busy trying to locate his tax own tax information and W-2s. He
did file taxes for the year in question, but that was two years ago, and the computer he
had saved the copy of the return on had been stolen and he did not have a duplicate copy.
Adam used a tax preparer service online but was not able to get another copy of his
return without paying a fee. Adam was not able to afford the extra fee at that time, so the
financial aid office advised him to request a tax return transcript from the IRS. He was
now in a similar situation as his mom. The online request site also did not work for
Adam, because the family’s address was incorrect in the IRS system. Therefore, Adam
also used the IRS 4506-T form to request a tax return transcript. Adam just wanted this
verification process to be over! He was so frustrated – it seemed like every time he turned
around there was another reason why he could not get the information that was needed.
He considered just giving up on financial aid altogether, but, fortunately, the tax return
transcript arrived via postal mail to Adam’s house two weeks later.
By the time that Adam and his mom had collected all of the information required for the
verification process, it was mid-May 2019. Luckily, his college does not have a deadline
for completing verification, so he was still able to turn the information into his university.
Unfortunately, mid-May is a very busy time in the financial aid office, and it took a few
weeks for processing. Adam then received another letter in the mail from the financial
aid office stating that he and his mom forgot to sign one portion of the verification form.
They signed the form and returned it back to the aid office. By this time, the advising
office had requested that he sign up for a time to register for classes and the housing
office had required a deposit for the housing application to secure his housing for the
following fall. He signed up for classes and committed to living on campus before
knowing his financial aid award. Around mid-June, Adam finally received a financial aid
award outlining his aid eligibility for that year. By the end of June, the housing
department had assigned him his roommate. He felt excited that he was about to attend
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his dream college, but he was also confused about the financial aid award. It seemed like
the costs were higher than the aid he was getting, but he decided not to worry about that
now. He figured he could always work more in the fall to make up the difference. He was
certain everything would work out and excited about being the first in his family to attend
college!
Millions of financial aid applicants are selected for this process of verification every year
(AlQaisi et al., 2020). Adam’s experience was time-consuming, complicated, and frustrating;
common experiences for students selected for verification (Warick, 2018). The impact on Adam
and his family was significant; he even considered just giving up on financial aid and, as a result,
college. In fact, the National College Attainment Network reported that 25% of students selected
for verification in 2016-2017 did not complete the process (DeBaun, 2018). Fortunately, the aid
office provided advice and assistance, Adam and his mom were motivated and persistent, and
Adam successfully completed the verification process. Upon a closer look of Adam’s timeline,
we can see how this experience potentially put him at a disadvantage. Adam filed the FAFSA in
early spring of his senior year, which seems like plenty of time to get through the process.
However, it was not until summer that he finally received information about how much it would
cost to attend his college. By this time, he was already registered, signed up for on-campus
housing, and assigned a roommate. He had concerns about affording college, but it was harder
for him to back out now that he was committed to the school through registration fees, a housing
deposit, and a social connection with his new roommate. Adam needed to understand his
financial aid package in order to inform his college attendance decision but because he had not
completed verification, he was forced to make these decisions without it.
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Background, Context, and Theoretical Foundation
Higher education in the United States was built for wealthy, white, land-owning, elite
men (Thelin, 2011) and, as such, was “founded in an environment of legally sanctioned and
socially accepted exclusion” (Ray, 2019b, para. 7). Access to higher education has been
restricted both by privileging white people (Karabel, 2005) and through the systematic historical
and contemporary exclusion of Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC) (Cabrera, 2020).
These exclusions and discriminations, built into the fabric of higher education, and made
possible by an underlying system of white supremacy, have led to widespread racial inequities
(Cabrera, 2020; Cabrera et al., 2017; Kendi, 2016). BIPOC have gained access to higher
education slowly over time through changes in federal law, more accessible college and
university admission policies, and hard-fought social movements for equal opportunities (Kendi,
2016). Despite BIPOC having greater access to higher education, racial inequities in access,
persistence, and completion, still exist (Cabrera et al., 2017; Museus et al., 2015).
Study Background and Context
As higher education became accessible, college affordability became an issue and
obstacle to accessing higher education (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). Through laws such as he
Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (G.I. Bill) and the Higher Education Act of 1965
(HEA), the federal government solidified its commitment to higher education financing.
Although these programs increased access to higher education for white veterans and Black
students born outside the south, they exacerbated inequitable educational outcomes among Black
southerners (Turner & Bound, 2002) due to de facto and de jure discrimination (Rothstein,
2017). The original goal of the HEA was to ensure that anyone who wanted to pursue higher
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education would be able to, regardless of socioeconomic status. However, access to higher
education is unequal and the equity gaps in college completion rates based on income and race
are widening because of students’ inabilities to afford a college education (Field, 2015).
To apply for federal (and many state) financial aid programs, students must file the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). The FAFSA application asks for income and
asset information from students and, if those students are deemed dependent, from their parent(s)
as well. The FAFSA application is long, asks personal information that many people do not
prefer to disclose, and often times seems for naught when the student receives “no financial aid”
(Federal Student Aid, 2015).
The need to file the FAFSA form is often discussed in high schools, college preparatory
programs, and amongst wealthier parents and other support people in communities accustomed
to assisting college-going students. However, there is a lesser-known process called
“verification” that happens after the FAFSA application is filed, but before students are eligible
to receive aid. The federal financial aid verification, corroboration, or validation process has
been a requirement for students and financial aid offices, in some form or another, since the
federal financial aid application began (Hills et al., 1987). The first scholarly literature published
about the federal verification requirements acknowledged that verification is meant to reduce
improper payments of financial aid and ensure equitable distribution of funds (Hills et al., 1987).
There is a strong commitment from financial aid offices to be good stewards of the U. S.
taxpayer’s money even at the expense of increased workloads and operating expenses in the aid
offices themselves (Guzman-Alvarez & Page, 2021). Verification requirements and quotas have
changed over the decades, although it was always the Department of Education’s goal to ensure
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the quality of data reported so that the aid being distributed is done so in the most equitable
manner (Hills et al., 1987).
Although the verification process affects roughly 22% of FAFSA filers nationally (Snider
& Kerr, 2020), it is not widely recognized as a deterrent to completing the financial aid process
for first-generation and underrepresented students (Baum, 2015; Dynarski & Scott-Clayton,
2013; Dynarski et al., 2013). Researchers have shown that being selected for verification can
have negative consequences for completing the financial aid application process and accessing
higher education (Lee et al., 2021). For example, Holzman and Hanson (2020) did a study of
“college-intending” students in the Houston Public School District and found that “racial and
ethnic minorities” were disproportionately more likely to be selected for verification than white
students. Meaning that although the process of being selected for verification itself does include
racial identifiers, the selection outcomes are racially inequitable. Being selected for verification
increases likelihood of “summer melt” and delayed college attendance (Holzman & Hanson,
2020). Many colleges and universities withhold financial aid award information until a student
has completed the verification process (Snider & Kerr, 2020). Therefore, students who are
selected for verification but have not completed the process must decide to attend college
without adequate financial aid information, as Adam did in the vignette above, or to not attend
college at all because they lack financial aid information. Not only is the process cumbersome,
complicated, and frustrating for many students, but recent research has also found that being
selected for verification makes students feel like they have done something wrong, like they are
being singled-out, or they are in trouble (Hoover, 2017). Overall, completing the FAFSA and
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verification requirements can be a barrier to access, persistence, and college completion (Oster et
al., 2020).
Financial aid policies, such as verification, create a “climate of penalty” (Campbell et. al.,
2015) for students and financial aid staff alike. Accessing and processing financial aid is
burdensome, inefficient, stressful, and creates additional workload for both students and financial
aid office staff (Campbell et al., 2015). In essence, the financial aid verification process is an
unfunded mandate whereby the burden to verify students falls upon institutional financial aid
offices while no compensation has been provided to these offices to do so effectively (Hills et al.,
1987). The verification process consumes finite resources in processing aid that could, arguably,
be used more effectively to provide individual assistance with the more complex questions and
decisions regarding college affordability and selection (Scott-Clayton, 2015).
In recent years, the Department of Education (ED) has undertaken several measures to
reduce the burdens and rates of financial aid verification for students and families (Bidwell,
2018). Efforts have included allowing tax information to be imported directly from the Internal
Revenue Service’s (IRS) records through the Data Retrieval Tool (DRT), allowing signed copies
of federal tax returns in lieu of requiring tax return transcripts from the IRS, and using prior-prior
year (PPY) tax information on the FAFSA (NASFAA, 2021a). Despite these efforts, however,
verification rates did not decrease, but in fact soared (Draeger, 2018). Congress has now passed
the FUTURE Act in 2019 and the Covid-19 Economic Relief Bill in 2020 which both included
provisions that many in the financial aid community believe will actually have the intended
effect of simplifying the FAFSA and reducing the burden of the verification process (NASFAA,
2021b).
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Theoretical Foundation
This study is rooted in Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Critical Whiteness Studies
(CWS). CRT originally emerged from critical legal studies (Crenshaw, 1989) to better
understand and account for the role of racism in the law in order to work towards the ultimate
goal of eliminating racism and other forms of oppression (Matsuda, 1991). Now scholars from a
wide range of disciplines are using multiple approaches to interrogate the role of race and racism
in society. For example, Sharma and Hipolito-Delgado (2021), used CRT and other critical
theories to promote critical-consciousness and anti-racism within a counselor-in-training
program. Additionally, to interrogate race and racism’s impact within the marketplace, Poole et
al., (2021), used CRT as a framework to better understand consumers, consumption, and
contemporary marketplaces. Finally, Bush (2021) used CRT as a tool to interrogate
demonstrating commitment to equity, diversity, and inclusion within health professions
education.
CRT recognizes that racism is central to our everyday life, pervasive, and systemically
built into dominant American society and culture (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). CRT is
concerned with understanding the systemic ways dominant society restricts access and
opportunity for minoritized racialized groups (Jones, 2002), thus creating inequities which make
it more challenging for those affected to participate in society, education, and the economy
(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). These inequities are deeply embedded into structures of society
such as the legal system, housing, healthcare, politics, and education (Delgado & Stefancic,
2012). Solórzano (1998) articulated at least five central tenants or themes of critical race theory
particularly pertaining to education which I will discuss in detail in the literature review but for
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the purposes of this study I have used CRT to “examine and challenge the ways race and racism
implicitly and explicitly impact on social structures, practices and discourses” (Yosso, 2005, p.
70).
Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS) is a body of scholarship exploring what it means to be
white in the United States. Naming whiteness serves to make it visible by critically examining its
normative status (Feagin, 2020) which in turn allows the recognition of its existence to
understand how it perpetuates racism and white supremacy. Leonardo (2005) stated that racism
is a problem that white people create, maintain, and re-create daily. For a long time, Black
scholars and activists have also asserted that, for systemic and structural racism to be dismantled,
white people must dismantle it (Baldwin, 1962; DuBois, 1903; Oluo, 2019). Yet it remains
difficult for white people to understand how and that they are a part of the problem
(Frankenberg, 1993).
The idea or concept of “color-blind” racism (Bonilla-Silva, 2018) is a concept within
Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS) that is particularly applicable to this research study because it
provides context for understanding the interplay between individual and systemic racism and
how white people, and the institutions they serve, can simultaneously deny both. Racism and
white supremacy are understood by white people as individualized, overt, and obvious acts of
racial violence or what Bonilla-Silva (2018) referred to as a kind of “old-fashioned” or “Jim
Crow” racism (p. 3). Examples of this overt racism are using derogatory names or slurs or openly
discriminating against someone based on a marginalized racial identity. When white people do
not engage in these types of overtly racist behaviors, then they view themselves to be not racist
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and they fail to understand how they are complicit or implicated in the reproduction and
perpetuation of white supremacy (DiAngelo, 2011; Kendi, 2019).
The federal financial aid application and verification processes are often referred to as
“race-neutral” because the FAFSA application does not ask any questions about race or ethnicity.
However, as evidenced by Bonilla-Silva (2018) and Kendi (2019), “race-neutral” is often touted
as a desirable quality, yet the outcomes of “race-neutral” policies are often racial inequities. As
Kendi (2019) wrote, “there is no such thing as a non-racist or race-neutral policy. Every policy in
every institution in every community in every nation is producing or sustaining either racial
inequity or equity between racial groups” (p. 18). Using Kendi’s (2019) argument, there is no
race-neutrality, and I must assume that federal financial aid policy is either producing and
sustaining either equity or inequity. In this study, I will use the tenets of CRT and CWS to
address present day manifestations of racism by interrogating the financial aid verification
process to identify racial inequities within it.
Statement of the Problem
In thinking back to Adam’s verification journey that I included at the beginning of this
chapter, it is easy to see that the verification process is rife with confusion, frustration, and timeconsuming efforts to acquire the required information. However, it is more difficult to
understand how Adam’s racial identity and other demographic aspects of his identity effected the
likelihood that he was selected for verification or the time it took for him to complete the
process. It is here that this study is situated.
The problem that this study is aiming to address is twofold. This study was designed to
analyze how race effects the likelihood that a student is selected for verification and the time it
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takes for students to complete the verification process. If inequities exist in the verification
processes at colleges and universities, then it is the institution’s responsibility to address and
eliminate these inequities (Bensimon, 2007). Thus, one problem I investigated is whether there
are racial inequities within the verification process at the federal and institutional levels.
The second problem is that if colleges and universities are not doing research to find and
identify potential inequities, then college and financial aid administrators are unaware whether or
not their policies, processes, and practices are equitable. This illuminates a certain “equityblindness” within institutions of higher education (Bensimon, 2007) where racial patterns of
inequity in outcomes are not tracked, identified, or used as a measure of institutional
effectiveness or success. Bensimon (2007) described that it “is far more likely that practitioners
will attribute inequality in education outcomes to student deficiencies than question their own
practices” (p. 456). Many higher education institutions espouse their diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) values through mission statements and strategic plans, however, translating those
institutional values into practice takes intention – it does not happen automatically (McNair et
al., 2020). If higher education practitioners do not realize that their practices are producing
racially inequitable outcomes, they may not feel any responsibility to act.
Purpose and Significance
The purpose of this descriptive correlational critical quantitative study is to conduct a
racial equity analysis of existing institutional data of students who were selected for financial aid
verification for the 2019-2020 FAFSA award year. I sought to determine whether race has any
significant effect on the likelihood that students are selected for verification and the amount of
time it takes for students to complete the verification process. I aimed to study these outcomes in
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order to investigate systemic racial inequities within the verification process. This study is
needed because identifying inequitable outcomes will help to highlight the oppressive structure
of the verification process and provide context to move forward policy and practice-based
conversations about how to attend to and eradicate these inequities.
This study is significant because it is a blending of both federal and institutional
processes. Federal government and adjacent policy organizations such as the National College
Attainment Network (NCAN) conduct research and data analysis on nationally aggregated
verification data; however, this does not take into consideration what happens with verification
process at the local institutional level. Students are impacted by what happens at the federal level
and what happens at the institutional level. Thus, this study is designed to take both the federal
policy and the local practices into consideration. The first research question is aimed at what is
largely a federal decision: whether or not a student is selected for verification. The second
research question, the amount of time it takes for a student to complete the verification process at
an institution, takes into account institutional practices.
As a practitioner-scholar in the field of financial aid, this study has particular concern for
me for two reasons: I encounter the verification process every day in my financial aid practice,
and I believe that this type of equity work at the local institutional (departmental) level is
necessary to eliminating racial inequities in higher education. I work first-hand with students
who have been selected for verification. I see, and share in, their frustrations with completing the
process. This study was designed amidst the convergence of these two forces. My observations
and experiences in helping students complete the verification process and the call-to-action at the
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local institutional, state system, and national level to examine our departmental programs and
operations through an equity-minded lens.
Given my experiences and observations as a financial aid practitioner, it appears that the
verification processes at the institutional level could be disproportionately negatively impacting
BIPOC students. However, this has not been studied quantitatively at an institutional level. One
reason for this may be that the FAFSA process is considered “race-neutral” as it does not
currently incorporate any race or ethnicity information (Hypolite & Tichavakunda, 2019). Thus,
institutions have been able to use this as rationale for exempting the verification process from
interrogation through an equity-minded lens. If we are to advance equity-mindedness within
student service professions, we must adapt the principles into our respective practices (McNair et
al., 2020).
Furthermore, given that only 1% of financial aid administrators hold a terminal degree in
their field (NASFAA, 2019a), it is possible that institutional financial aid offices are not
equipped with the resources, research, and data analysis skills and capacity required to conduct
such research. This research study could shed light on racial inequities within the financial aid
verification process and provide a replicability opportunity for other institutions to assess and
audit their own verification practices leading to tangible benefits for students in successfully
completing the verification process and accessing a higher education.
A final point of significance for this study is my acknowledgement that racial inequities
in the verification process remain at the institutional level and have not been studied because
higher education is still made up of predominantly white spaces, where whiteness is normalized
(Cabrera et al., 2017). This reality prevents practitioner-scholars from investigating racial
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inequities within departmental policies and procedures and prevents there being any expectation
that they do so. McNair et al. (2020) stated that “equity minded sense-making aims to foster a
culture of inquiry so that institutional and practitioner action is guided by evidence and directed
at those practices that contribute to or exacerbate inequities” (p. 62). Thus, this study is
significant in that it aims toward fostering a culture of inquiry within financial aid departments
by providing a model for utilizing an equity-minded-lens to evaluate the verification process to
uncover potential racial inequities.
Methods and Research Questions
In this section, I offer a brief overview of the methods, research questions, and the
hypotheses used in this study. I am using a critical quantitative (Garcia et al., 2018; Stage &
Wells, 2014) research design to examine pre-existing institutional and financial aid data to better
understand how race impacts the federal verification process at the focus institution. I have
chosen to employ a critical lens (Tabron, 2019) to this quantitative design to contextualize this
study in a racially conscious orientation that both identifies racial inequities quantitatively and
challenges the existing structures and policies that perpetuate them. I am very much concerned
with systemic racism and its role in the process of completing the federal financial laid
verification requirements and for this reason have chosen to frame this study theoretically within
certain tenants of Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS).
Conceptually, I am using an emerging sub-field of critical race studies, QuantCrit, to “support
and further a critical race agenda in educational research” (Garcia et al., 2018, p. 149). I have
decided to employ a critical quantitative framework like QuantCrit because I want to critically
analyze how race effects FAFSA and federal financial aid verification processes in order to
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challenge existing structures of whiteness (Teranishi, 2007) that may be perpetuating inequities
in access to higher education. Two research questions drive this study:
•

Research Question 1 (RQ1): How does race predict the likelihood that a student is
selected for verification when compared to all enrolled undergraduate FAFSA filers?

•

Research Question 2(RQ2): How does race predict the time it takes to complete the
federal financial aid verification process?

To analyze the impact of race on the likelihood of being selected and the time it takes to
complete the verification process I used a combination of descriptive and inferential statistics.
For the descriptive statistical analysis, I employed frequency distributions, measures of central
tendency, and measures of spread (Muijs, 2011). For the inferential statistical analysis, I
employed a logistic regression and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) appropriate to the two
different types of dependent variables (Muijs, 2011).
Assumptions and Limitations
Students who move through the verification process swiftly and with relatively few
barriers have very different experiences than those who are required to get extra information,
submitted incorrect information or conflicting information which required additional information
requests, or those who could not easily obtain the information requested face additional burdens
(Davidson, 2015). The verification process may take different lengths of time for different
reasons. For example, students could be trying to get the information but are having a hard time.
Students can also ignore requests for information because they may be uncertain of their college
choice and do not want to go through the work of verification at an institution if they are not
planning on going to that school. For the purposes of this study, I assume that it is preferable to
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complete the verification process in a shorter amount of time and that the longer it takes, the
more potentially negative consequences to the student.
A more robust explanation of the limitations of this study are explained in subsequent
chapters, however, briefly, the limitations of this study are related to problems associated with
using existing datasets, limitations with pre-existing racial categories, and limitations with
regards to the findings. There are many limitations with the pre-existing dataset. First, I am using
this dataset for a research purpose, but the data was originally “collected for different purposes
. . . and possibly with different definitions of key concepts” (Muijs, 2011, p. 53). Second, there
are a considerable number of limitations as it relates to the data analyzed and racial categories
assigned in this pre-existing dataset. Some terminology used to describe racial categories is
potentially problematic, the racial categories are too broad and risk erasing certain identities, and
for at least one racial category, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander, the number of records in
this sample was deemed too small for certain statistical analyses. Sample sizes of certain racial or
ethnic identities may be deemed too small to analyze statistically, thus forcing me to make a
decision on whether or not to include this data. The final limitation of this study is that it is
designed to investigate whether racial inequities exist within the verification process, and,
although I expend a considerable effort discussing possible federal and institutional policy and
practice implications of this research, the efficacy of interventions will be left to another study.
Definition of Terms
BIPOC: Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC). Whenever possible, I referred to specific
racial groups. When that was not possible, I used BIPOC to refer to Black, Indigenous, and
People of Color, whose racial identities have been historically marginalized and oppressed.
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Critical Lens: When I refer to a “critical lens” what I mean is that, in the broadest sense, this
study is rooted in equity and social justice with an intention to “understand educational
disparities and injustice as functions of power, domination, and exploitation” (Strunk & Betties,
2019, p. 87).
Critical Quantitative: I have used the critical quantitative methodology in this study because I
felt it imperative to root my quantitative study in equity and social justice in order to “understand
educational disparities and injustice as functions of power, domination, and exploitation” (Strunk
& Betties, 2019, p. 87).
Effect of Race: I am using race as the primary independent variable and there are many instances
where I used phrases such as “effect of race,” “impact of race,” or “race predicts.” This “effect of
race” that I am discussing and is discussed widely in the quantitative literature involving race, is
the outcome of racism and white supremacy (Bonilla-Silva & Baiocchi, 2008). The race effect or
effect of race does not mean that racial identity “causes” inequality. The inequities are not caused
by personal qualities or deficits within the individual but are a product of discriminatory social
processes (Gillborn, 2009). The problem of inequity resides with the people who benefit from the
systems of oppression that are marginalizing people in the first place, not with those who are
marginalized (Strunk & Hoover, 2019). The focus of this research study is on financial aid
verification structures, policies, and practices whether they create/sustain racial inequities, and
how they can be re-created more equitably.
Equity-mindedness: I am defining equity-mindedness as “the mode of thinking exhibited by
practitioners who are willing to assess their own racialized assumptions, to acknowledge their
lack of knowledge in the history of race and racism, to take responsibility for the success of
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historically underserved and minoritized student groups, and to critically assess racialization in
their own practices as educators and/or administrators” (McNair et al., 2020, p. 20).
Financial Aid: When I use the term financial aid, I may be referring to the programs used to pay
for college, the process used to apply for these programs, or the department responsible for
administering the federal programs. In the text I was careful to provide context to minimize
confusion.
Racial Inequity: Kendi (2019) defined racial inequity as “when two or more racial groups are
not standing on approximately equal footing” (p. 18) and when I refer to racial inequity, I am
using this definition.
Racism: Museus et al. (2015) drew from the research of Harrell (2000) when they defined racism
as “a complex social system that functions to allow a dominant racial group to maintain power
and privilege over minoritized racial populations, their conditions and experiences, and their
access to opportunities and resources” (pp. 12-13). This definition focuses on how racism
operates at the systemic level to privilege the racial majority and thus contribute to racially
inequitable systems. I was particularly interested in systemic racism and inequities at both the
federal and institutional level for this study, and thus this definition of racism is appropriate.
Whiteness: One tenant of Critical Race Theory (CRT) that I will discuss in more detail in
Chapter 2 is that race, and whiteness in particular, is socially constructed and therefore can
change over time and context; thus, a single overarching definition of whiteness is difficult to
elicit (Roediger, 2018). I have used the following definitions and conceptualizations when I refer
to whiteness in this study. Schooley et al. (2019) articulated that “most conceptualizations of
Whiteness centralize power, status, and identity associated with racial hierarchy.” (p. 531). Nishi
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et al. (2016) defined whiteness as “the attitude and philosophy that positions the white race as
superior, whether through intelligence, beauty, or culture/traditions” (p. 461). Similarly, Helms
(2017) defined whiteness as “the overt and subliminal socialization processes and practices,
power structures, laws, privileges, and life experiences that favor the White racial group over all
others” (p. 718).
Summary and Organization of the Remainder of the Study
In this chapter I have used a fictional vignette to contextualize the verification process
and timeline, I have provided the background of this study; a statement of the problem; outlined
the purpose and significance; reviewed the methods, research questions, and hypotheses; covered
the assumptions, limitations, and delimitations; and defined key terms. In Chapter 2 I will
extensively review the literature pertaining to racism and white supremacy in higher education,
federal financial aid and higher education access, persistence, and completion, the federal
financial aid application and verification processes, and this study’s theoretical framework of
Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS). In Chapter 3 I will outline
the proposed methods and methodology, including the research design, research questions and
hypotheses, research site, data collection, sample, overview of the variables, analysis plan,
validity, limitations, and human subject IRB approval plan. Chapter 4 will show how the data
was analyzed and provide both written and graphic summaries of the results and in Chapter 5 I
will interpret and discuss the results and provide recommendations for future policies and
practices.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter begins by establishing higher education as rooted in racism and white
supremacy. Next, I will move toward the topical area of this study, federal financial aid. I will
cover a brief history of federal financial aid, issues of access, persistence and completion within
financial aid, and end with a discussion of the financial aid verification process. I will establish
that the federal financial aid application and verification process are complex and a burden for
both financial aid administrators and students to comply with and complete. I will also show the
inequities embedded within certain financial aid policies and procedures and how racism and
white supremacy are both the cause of the inequities and the reason they are so difficult to
address and eradicate. Finally, I will show how these positions are supported by this study’s
critical quantitative conceptual framework and theoretical frameworks of Critical Race Theory
(CRT) and Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS).
Racism and White Supremacy: Causes of Inequity in Higher Education
Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) once wrote, “race continues to be a significant factor in
determining inequity in the United States” (p. 48). That stated, it is not race that determines
inequity, it is the systemic racism and racial discrimination based on race that leads to the
inequities (Kendi, 2016). Harper (2012) found that citing racism as a possible cause for racebased inequities in higher education is something that some scholars are reticent to do, however;
progress toward racial equity on campus is going to take critical examinations of racism and
white supremacy (Cabrera, 2012).
When higher education was being built in the United States, the intended beneficiary of
this system was wealthy, white, land-owning, elite men (Thelin, 2011). U. S. higher education
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would not have developed without slavery and land theft through indigenous genocide (Wilder,
2013). And because of this, higher education organizations in the United States, particularly
early elite colleges, “were founded in an environment of legally sanctioned and socially accepted
exclusion” (Ray, 2019b, para. 7). This study, which aimed to investigate racial inequities within
a federal mandated financial aid verification process, is inextricably intertwined with the
historical white supremacist origins of U. S. higher education. Acknowledging that white
supremacy ideology is systemically embedded within institutions, policies, and practices is
fundamental to the Critical Race theoretical underpinnings of this study, as well as to a critical
investigation of contemporary racial inequities within federal financial aid verification policy
and practice. In this section I will discuss higher education as a racialized organization, systemic
racism, whiteness in higher education, attempts to address racism in higher education, and a turn
toward focusing on equitable outcomes.
Racism and Whiteness in Higher Education Organizations
Organizations are not neutral bureaucratic structures, and they play a role in the social
construction of race and racial outcomes (Ray, 2019a). Ray’s (2019a) theory of racialized
organizations found that “[r]acialized organizations expand or inhibit agency, legitimate the
unequal distribution of resources, treat Whiteness as a credential, and decouple organizational
procedures in ways that typically advantage dominant racial groups” (p. 46). Ray’s (2019a)
theory explained that organizations play a central role in the reproduction of racial inequity by
decoupling
formal commitments to equity, access, and inclusion from policies and practices that
reinforce, or at least do not challenge, existing racial hierarchies . . . This decoupling
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allows organizations to maintain legitimacy and appear neutral or even progressive while
doing little to intervene in pervasive patterns of racial inequality. (p. 42)
Ray (2019a) emphasized that institutions have a role and responsibility to create equitable
racial outcomes. However, instead of searching for inequities to prove they exist, it may be
“safer, and likely more realistic, to start with the assumption that organizations are contributing
to racial inequality unless the data show otherwise” (Ray, 2019b, para. 12). McNair et al., (2020)
argued that to advance equity-mindedness focusing on equitable outcomes in higher education,
we must “[m]ake whiteness be seen as the problem that undermines higher education from
serving as a societal model for racial justice” (p. 101).
This concept of racialized space within organizations works to normalize resource
hoarding and racially oppressive hierarchies within organizations (Moore, 2008). Ray (2019a)
discussed at length the importance of racialized distribution of resources within organizations.
The financial aid verification process involves many additional steps and required documentation
that all takes additional time to complete. This additional time spent communicating back and
forth with the financial aid office, gathering documentation, filling out forms and obtaining
signatures all amounts to additional labor for those students who must complete these
requirements in order to receive federal financial aid (Tichavakunda, 2017) In a qualitative study
that examined the experiences of 35 Black students at a Historically White Institution (HWI),
Hypolite and Tichavakunda (2019) found that “in the seemingly race-neutral structure and
process of financial aid, race matters” (p. 2) and that financial aid “is a racial structure imbued
with racial meaning” (p. 12). In this study, I aim to examine the verification process within a
higher education institution in order to uncover how the financial aid office may be facilitating
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the distribution of financial aid resources in a way that shapes racial inequity despite not being
consciously done or legally discriminatory.
Systemic racism, also known as institutional racism, can be characterized as "any
institutional policy, practice, and structure in government agencies, businesses, unions, schools
and universities, places of worship, courts, and law enforcement agencies that unfairly
subordinate People of Color while allowing White persons to profit from such actions" (Sue,
2006, p. 24). These forms of racism are often embedded within standard operating procedures
within an institution that seemingly apply equally to everyone (D’Andrea & Daniels, 2007). The
financial aid application (FAFSA) and verification process are, at face value, race neutral as
neither ask any questions about race nor include any processes that are specifically based in race
(Hypolite & Tichavakunda, 2019). However, Kendi (2019) articulated “[t]here is no such thing
as a nonracist or race-neutral policy. Every policy . . . is producing or sustaining either racial
inequity or equity between racial groups” (p. 18). For example, Cheston (2013) found that
improper or fraudulent payments of Pell grant happened at a rate of 2.7%, but verification
selection rates have recently hovered between 22-28% (Snider & Kerr, 2020). Graves (2019)
argued this disparity between verification selection rates and known instances of fraud create an
over-regulation of students, especially students of color and low-income students, and highlight
how the verification process is a function of institutional racism because policies are designed
under the assumption that students are taking advantage of the system, despite evidence to the
contrary. Thus, the FAFSA and financial aid processes can appear race-neutral because race is
not a consideration in aid eligibility, but this does not mean we can assume that the processes are
equitable or that the systems are not racist.
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The topic of equity in higher education cannot be approached without a discussion of
whiteness in higher education. Forman (2004) articulated that “our efforts to eradicate racial and
ethnic inequality will not be successful until we better understand the precise mechanisms
reproducing it” (p. 58). Because higher education was built for white men (Oluo, 2020)
whiteness has been normalized in higher education (Gusa, 2010). McNair et al., (2020) wrote
that in order to “develop a race-conscious higher education practice, leaders, administrators,
faculty, staff, and trustees need to understand whiteness to unlearn it” (p. 102). Stewart et al.
(2019) urged that in higher education and student affairs, we need to question and be critical of
whiteness, white supremacy, and white dominance and the space that whiteness takes up.
Ray (2019b) suggested that the simplest way to portray whiteness in organizations is
through statistics. Although the students attending U. S. higher education are more racially
diverse than ever before (AAC&U, 2019), higher education in the United States remains steeped
in whiteness. For example, we know that a majority of college and university presidents
(American Council on Education, 2021), university administration (Whitford, 2020), full-time
faculty (National Center on Education Statistics, 2021), student affairs practitioners (Pritchard &
McChesney, 2018), and financial aid administrators (NASFAA, 2019a) are all most likely to
identify racially as white. Using the racial representation of higher education students, faculty,
and staff as an indicator, higher education is structured within a white racial frame. Feagin
(2020) coined the concept and term White Racial Frame (WRF) to describe an
overarching white worldview that encompasses a broad and persisting set of racial
stereotypes, prejudices, ideologies, images, interpretations and narratives, emotions, and
reactions to language accepts, as well as racialized inclinations to discriminate. Over time
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these aspects become embedded in most whites’ character structure, to varying degrees
(p. 11).
Understanding how whiteness operates within racialized organizations such as higher
education is necessary to promote racial justice. Higher education institutions are responsible for
creating equitable racial outcomes (Ray, 2019a), however, many predominantly white “college
student affairs professionals view the complex problem of racism as either being irrelevant for
the work they do or too overwhelming to effectively address in society in general or at the
universities where they are employed in particular” (D’Andrea & Daniels, 2007, p. 174). Cabrera
(2012) asserted that “the higher education environment is an understudied but promising arena in
terms of interrupting racism” (p. 376) and yet student affairs professionals do not understand
how this work translates into their daily professional practice.
Attempts to Address Racism in Higher Education
Higher education was originally intended for white men (Oluo, 2020). Influenced by civil
liberty and civil rights movements of the 1960s, Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs)
institutions in the 1970s began to focus their attention on aspects of racial diversity within their
organizations and the larger field (Harris et al., 2015). At that time, this focus was almost always
on increasing the number, and sometimes percentage, of racially diverse students on campus
(Harris et al., 2015). The motivation and justification for increasing racial diversity on campus,
however, was often steeped in the benefits racial diversity provided to white students and their
experiences and exposure to racial diversity on campus (Harris et al., 2015). A critical race
interpretation of these motives reveal that they are steeped in racism and white supremacy
because increasing racial diversity for the benefit of white students “centers whiteness as
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normative, or an ideal way of being, forcing racially minoritized students to assimilate to white
culture to succeed (Harris et al., 2015, p. 26). Yes, early efforts to increase racial diversity on
predominantly white college campuses increased access to higher education for BIPOC students,
and this seemed to satisfy and converge the interests (Bell, 1995) of administrators, white
students, and BIPOC students. However, as Tinto (2008) pointed out, “access without effective
support is not opportunity” (para. 24). The motivations for increasing racial diversity on college
campuses was to provide benefit to white students without regard or attention to the academic
success or emotional and physical well-being of the BIPOC students recruited to increase
campus diversity.
Another way that higher education institutions attempt to address racism and inequity on
campus is by promoting their commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion in mission and
diversity statements. In the eighty institutional mission statements that Wilson et al. (2012)
reviewed, 75% reference diversity and 65% had a separate stand-alone diversity statement.
Wilson et al. (2012) found that “diversity references could be grouped into two main areas:
population demographics (that is, the racial or ethnic composition of the potential and current
student population) and cultural vitality (the importance of incorporating various cultures within
the campus community)” (p. 132). However, stated commitments to diversity in mission
statements, as Sensoy and DiAngelo (2017) showed, do not disrupt the discursive moves that
protect rather than unsettle dominant norms. Squire et al. (2019) analyzed university leadership’s
statements regarding the 2017 discontinuation of Deferred Action Childhood Arrivals (DACA)
provisions and found that these statements were largely performative because they outwardly
conveyed “support for undocumented individuals, but only to the extent this care does not
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require challenging systems of oppression” (p. 130). Cole and Harper (2017) found similar
results when they analyzed college presidents’ responses to racist incidents on campus and found
that they failed to “acknowledge the systemic or institutional issues that foster racial hostility on
college campuses” (p. 318). Thus, even while attempting to address racism within higher
education and on their campuses through caring and inclusive rhetoric in mission statements and
public comments, college leadership and administration fall short of articulating how these
espoused values are put into practice to dismantle systems of oppression.
Implicit Bias Training (IBT) or Unconscious Bias Training is often considered a panacea
to addressing racism and hostile racial campus climates in higher education; however, it is not
enough (Applebaum, 2018). An assumption exists with bias training that racism happens at the
individual level; however, we know that racism is built into our systems and culture
(Applebaum, 2018). Although individual level work is necessary, it is not sufficient in
eradicating racism. Researchers have found that IBT results can be counterproductive
“reproducing the very injustice the university claims it wants to eradicate” (Applebaum, 2018, p.
130). By pointing the finger at individual employees for their biases, attention is being deflected
away from organizations and systems and they are then not held accountable. Applebaum (2018)
articulated, “[t]he focus on implicit bias has become an easy and also comfortable way for
universities to deal with racism by demonstrating their good faith and willingness to address
racism yet keeping the status quo of whiteness, for example, unchallenged” (p. 133).
Microaggression training is similar to IBT but “shifts the focus of educating for social justice
from individual biases toward the impact of patterns of often subtle putdowns connects what
might seem like isolated and benign practices to a system of privilege and oppression”
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(Applebaum, 2018, p. 130). The limitations of both microaggression training and IBT
“underscore how much more work and commitment are required on an individual and
institutional basis” (Applebaum, 2018, p. 131).
Predominantly white higher education organizations have attempted and continue to
attempt to address racism within their organizations; however, despite these efforts, racism and
racial inequities still exist on college campuses (Bonilla-Silva, 2018; Chesler et al., 2005). A
critique of these efforts is that rather than measuring effectiveness by showing they led to
reduced inequities, their success is seemingly achieved by merely attempting to do so. In this
study I am claiming that if institutions are serious about reducing racial inequities, then it is their
responsibility to focus their efforts on reducing them (Ray, 2019b). For higher education
institutions historically and presently steeped in whiteness, this does not come naturally because
it requires an assumption that inequities exist in the first place (Ray, 2019b). Nonetheless, some
institutions are recognizing that to be effective in achieving their stated missions of diversity,
equity, and inclusion, their efforts must actually create more equitable outcomes.
Turning the Focus toward Equity
The United States is becoming more racially diverse and higher education is reflecting
this trend (Association of American Colleges and Universities [AAC&U], 2019). As previously
mentioned, predominantly white higher education institutions first began paying attention to
racial diversity in the 1970s, then moved toward social justice, and now have taken a turn toward
equity (Cabrera, 2020). McNair et al. (2020) referred to the concepts as “equity talk” and “equity
walk” (p. 3) whereby a true equity-minded professional realizes that rhetoric around attempts to
address inequity no longer matter. All that matters are the outcomes of the efforts addressing
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inequity. McNair et al., (2020) encouraged practitioners to interrogate the concepts of equity and
equality by understanding “the paradox of equality requires a critical examination of the
historical, social, cultural and political perspectives that make the concept of equality a
misnomer for many in our society, especially minoritized students” (p. 3). Equity work takes into
consideration that people have different circumstances and treating everyone the same (equality)
may not lead to equitable outcomes. U. S. Supreme Court Justice Harry Blackmun understood
this when he wrote, “[i]n order to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race. There is
no other way. And in order to treat some persons equally, we must treat them differently”
(Regents of the University of California v. Bakke, 1978).
The Biden-Harris administration has set an equity-focused tone by establishing an
Executive Order (EO) on Advancing Racial Equity and Support for Underserved Communities
through the Federal Government. While this establishes priorities, the definition of equity used
here is not focused on outcomes as much as “the consistent and systematic fair, just, and
impartial treatments of all individuals, including individuals who belong to underserved
communities that have been denied such treatment” (The White House, 2021, para. 4). This EO
also instructed U. S. departments, institutions, and organizations to conduct “equity assessments”
(Murakami, 2021).
Equitable outcomes have only recently become a focus of predominantly white higher
education institutions. Bensimon (2007) described equity-minded individuals as those who
reflect on their role and responsibility for student success, attribute racial inequities to
institutional dysfunction rather than on students’ personal characteristics, and “are more
cognizant that exclusionary practices, institutional racism, and power asymmetries impact
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opportunities and outcomes for Black and Latina/o students” (p. 446). Bensimon et al. (2003)
noted that it is not common practice for institutions of higher education to report on equity
measures or have equity-oriented benchmarks of effectiveness. Although there is no national
ranking based on equity in educational outcomes (Bensimon, 2007), there exists an Equity
Scorecard which is both a process and a data tool focused on engaging individuals from across
campus to identify and implement sustainable change toward more equitable institutional
outcomes (Center for Urban Education, n.d.).
In this section, I reviewed the relevant literature to establish that racism and white
supremacy are rooted in higher education and operate through racialized organizations, systemic
racism, and whiteness within higher education to cause racial inequities. Although institutions of
higher education have made efforts to address racism in higher education, inequities still persist.
Despite, and possibly because of this, higher education institutions have turned their focus, at
least in rhetoric, toward creating and attaining equitable outcomes. It is with this in mind that I
now turn to a discussion of the literature regarding inequities within federal financial aid
programs.
Inequities within Federal Financial Aid Programs
This section will cover a brief history of federal financial aid, financial aid types, and
inequities within financial aid and paying for college. Affording or being able to pay for a
college education is commonly understood as a barrier to attending college and financial aid is
seen as a way to reduce the financial burden of attending college to increase access to higher
education. The costs of higher education have increased at a rate outpacing both inflation and
median family income (Long & Riley, 2007; National Public Radio, 2012; U. S. Bureau of Labor
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Statistics, 2016). Where at one time students were able to work part-time and during the
summers, no longer are students able to work enough hours to pay for their educations outright
(Narula, 2014). Federal programs such as the Pell Grant and state grant programs have not kept
up with the increasing costs of college (Coval, 2017). The Higher Education Act of 1965 was
landmark legislation passed to ensure that college became affordable for anyone who wanted to
attend and yet questions of college affordability have persisted (Camera, 2015). One of the
barriers to access and affordability, and the focus of this research study, is the verification
process required of some students after they complete the federal financial aid application but
before they are eligible to receive any financial aid (Davidson, 2015). In this section I will cover
a brief history of paying for college and financial aid, the role of the federal government in
financial aid, and focus on federal financial aid types and policies and how federal aid has
impacted college access, persistence, and student success.
Paying for College and Federal Financial Aid
Before the mid-20th century, the opportunity to attend college was limited to a very select
group of wealthy, white, privileged, elite whose college educations were, by in large, subsidized
by their parental and family wealth (Thelin, 2011). The methods of paying for college varied but
could be more creative than what we imagine today. For example, some “country pay”
approaches involved payments for higher education in the form of “crops, firewood, and
livestock” (Thelin, 2011 p. 18). By the early 1800s, the concept of need-based financial aid was
beginning to take hold as some talented, low income, students were identified and able to attend
college through philanthropic and charity funded scholarships, grants, and institutional donations
(Fuller, 2014).
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By the mid-19th century, the federal government began investing more deliberately in
higher education and college choice, and financing options began to diversify (Thelin, 2011). In
1838, Harvard College established the Harvard Loan Program; the first of its kind to lend
interest-free loans to students directly (Fuller, 2014). The Morrill Act of 1862 apportioned the
resources for the creation of state land grant public colleges and universities which further
increased access and enrollment for white students (Loss, 2012). The second Morrill Act of 1890
required states to provide land-grants for the creation of institutions to admit and educate Black
Americans as admission was often not allowed at previously established colleges and universities
(Oluo, 2020).
Before 1944, the federal government had invested in higher education mainly through
subsidies and land policy. However, the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act (G.I. Bill) of 1944
provided education benefits for veterans returning home from WWII and signaled a federal
policy shift toward providing “financial aid,” as it is known today, directly to students (Toby,
2010). Unfortunately, the G.I. Bill educational benefits were designed to benefit only white men
as very few women ever used the benefit and Black veterans were largely unable to use the
tuition benefit. Very few colleges and universities accepted Black students during that time
(Oluo, 2020) and the rising demand of Black veterans seeking higher education led to overcrowding and strained the already restricted resources available to Black students at Historically
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) (Herbold, 1994; Turner & Bound, 2002)
In 1947, the Truman Commission Report recommended “that it was time for the federal
government to play a more prominent role in higher education and provide a large amount of
financial assistance to help level the playing field for access” (Gilbert & Heller, 2013, p. 418).
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Heeding the ideals in the Truman Commission Report, the federal government solidified their
position in higher education financing when President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Higher
Education Act (HEA) of 1965. The HEA was recognition that higher education has had a long
history of exclusion and federal intervention was necessary to address racial and social inequality
in higher education access and opportunity (Jones & Howard Nichols, 2020). Title IV of the
HEA legislation created the first official federal financial aid programs: Pell Grant, Work Study,
and the Direct (Stafford) Loan Program.
Financial Aid Types and Inequitable Policies
Students and families have had to draw from many different sources when it comes to
paying for college because wages, federal, and state aid programs have all not kept pace with the
increasing costs of higher education (Goldrick-Rab, 2016). A student who cannot afford to pay
for their education out of pocket may need to apply for federal and state financial aid programs.
The following section is a brief overview of federal student loans, the Pell Grant program and
state grant sources of financial aid.
Student Loans. When students have exhausted all options from federal, state, and
institutional grants and scholarships, working and saving, and parent contributions, they turn to
federal and private loans to finance the remainder of their education (Goldrick-Rab, 2016).
Federal loans are the largest federal financial aid program. According to the Congressional
Budget Office (2018), the federal government financed roughly $100 billion in student loans
directly to students and their families in 2017. In 2020, student loan debt in the United States hit
$1.6 trillion, which is second only to mortgage debt in the consumer debt category (Friedman,
2020). Overall, nearly 70% of bachelor’s degree recipients graduate with student loan debt
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(Berman, 2017). In order to apply for federal student loans, a student must complete the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). There are four types of federal loans: direct
subsidized, direct unsubsidized, Grad PLUS, and Parent PLUS loans. The subsidized loan is the
only loan based on student “need” according to the FAFSA Expected Family Contribution (EFC)
and federal methodology calculations. A student with no “need” would not qualify for the
subsidized loan but would qualify for the unsubsidized loan up to the annual established loan
limits.
Student loan borrowing and debt has been shown to contribute to and worsen the racial
(Black-white) wealth gap (Lee, 2020). According to the U. S. Federal Reserve, the median
wealth held by a white household is 6 times higher than the median wealth of a Black household
(Dettling et al., 2017). The reasons for this are steeped in racist historical and contemporary
policies and practices that have excluded, and continue to exclude, African Americans from
wealth-building. For example, home ownership is widely considered to be an indicator of
generational wealth. Racist policies and practices such as discriminatory lending, redlining, and
racial covenants in housing contracts have all had the effect of preventing and excluding African
Americans and other people of color from owning homes and thus building generational wealth
(Baradaran & Hamilton, 2018).
Racial differences in student loan debt are evident by a number of measures and outcomes.
According to a Consumer Financial Protection Bureau analysis in 2016 (cited in Welbeck, 2020),
“[m]ore than 90 percent of African Americans and 72 percent of Latino students take out loans to
attend college in comparison to 66 percent of white students” (para. 4). For instance, Black students
both accumulate more loan debt and take longer to repay it than white students (Addo & Darity,
2020). Spending a longer time paying down educational debt in young adulthood has a negative
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impact on a person’s savings and accumulation of wealth during that time. Therefore, while Black
borrowers are still paying down their debt, white borrowers who borrow less and pay back their loans
faster, are able to save and build wealth through home purchases at a faster rate. These are examples
of how student loan borrowing and debt is impacted by generational wealth and reinforces racial
wealth inequity.

Student loan borrowing, overall educational debt, and ability to repay are impacted by a
myriad of influences. Student borrowing is impacted by the amount of time it takes student to
complete their degree. Students taking a fifth or sixth year to complete a four-year degree are
seeing opportunity costs of lost wages and less retirement savings because of entering the
workforce later, not to mention the cost of additional years of tuition and fees expenses
(Douglas-Gabriel, 2016). With 17 million students repaying their loans, nearly 19%, are
struggling to keep up with their monthly payments (Nasiripour, 2017). There are also gender
inequities in loan repayment. Saleh et al. (2017) found that both males and females are taking a
longer time to repay their student loans; however, for females the trend is significantly worse.
The student loan borrower most likely to become delinquent or default is the student who
attended college, but did not earn a degree, and typically borrowed a small amount; “of those
borrowing under $5,000 for college, 34% end up in default” (Dynarski, 2015, para. 11).
The economic impacts of student loan debt have been established; however, there are also
negative impacts when students do not borrow loans. Low-income, first-generation, and students
from marginalized backgrounds are negatively impacted in their college educational journeys if
they have an aversion to debt (Perna et al., 2017). Scott-Clayton (2015) found that not borrowing
student loans due to lack of information or debt aversion can have negative implications such as
reduced course load or not attending/stopping out of college completely. For these students,
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student loan borrowing was an investment that could have increased their time to degree and
likelihood of completing college, yet the trade-off of having no debt may have had the impact of
preventing their academic success. For low-income families loans simply are not as effective as
grants when it comes to college access, persistence, and completion (Dynarski & Scott-Clayton,
2013).
Pell Grant Program. The Federal Pell Grant is the largest grant program offered by the
U. S. Department of Education (Kerr, 2021). It was officially created in 1972, named after its
principle sponsor Senator Claiborne Pell of Rhode Island, as a form of what is called “needbased” financial aid to be used to support the country’s financially neediest students (Duncan,
2012). The creation of the Pell Grant program provided a clear signal that higher education
should be accessible to all Americans who would like to attend, and that the federal government
has a significant role in ensuring this access and financial support (Baum, 2015). The Pell Grant
is the largest postsecondary grant offered by the U. S. Department of Education. In the 20202021 school year, the Pell Grant paid out roughly $29.6 billion to nearly 6.8 million students
(Renter, 2020).
Advocates of the Pell Grant argued that by providing more access to higher education,
the Pell Grant narrows the academic achievement inequities related to income, boosts college
enrollment, reduces dropout rates, and improves student outcomes such as graduation rates
(Protopsaltis & Parrott, 2017). The Pell grant does not need to be repaid and is therefore a highly
desirable form of financial aid (Kerr, 2021). In order to be eligible for the Pell Grant, students
must complete all the requirements of the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA),
must not have received a bachelor’s degree previously, and show sufficient “need” according to
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the federal methodologies and calculations. According to a 2016 National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study, more than 2 million students who would have been eligible for the Pell Grant, failed
to complete the FAFSA application for it (U.S. News and World Report, 2021).
The research on the Pell Grant largely bears out that it is accomplishing its intended goals
with regards to a positive relationship with college enrollments (Mundel, 2008) and enhancing
persistence (Hossler et al., 2013). However, the Pell Grant’s effectiveness is mitigated some
because its purchasing power has not kept pace with the rising costs of college (Serna, 2019). In
1975, the Pell Grant covered 79% of the average cost of college; in 2015, it covered 29%
(Rosenberg, 2021, para. 9). The fact that college costs have been rising at a rate that has
outpaced Pell Grant growth has limited the Pell grant’s impact in reducing financial obstacles of
obtaining a higher education for the nation’s neediest students.
State Grants. While the Federal Pell Grant is the most common federal grant, almost all
states also have their own state funded need-based grant or scholarship programs (NASFAA,
2017). The details are as varied as the states themselves but in Minnesota in 2017, for example,
the state invested $173.49 million in Minnesota State Grant meaning 82,416 students received a
grant that year (Minnesota Office of Higher Education, 2021). A few states provide more state
grant aid to low-income students than the federal Pell Grant, but most states are much less
generous, which means that students are forced to look elsewhere to pay their college expenses
(Douglas-Gabriel, 2017).
In this section I highlighted a brief history of federal financial aid with attention to the
federal government’s role in promoting access to higher education. I also described the largest
aid program types and how they contribute to providing access to higher education, however
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inequitably. I will continue addressing inequities when I dive further into the barriers within the
financial aid and verification processes.
Inequities and Barriers within FAFSA and Verification Processes
As critical race researchers have found, inequities are deeply embedded into structures of
society such as the legal system, housing, healthcare, politics, and education (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2012). Access to higher education has been restricted both by privileging white people
(Karabel, 2005) and through the systematic historical and contemporary exclusion of BIPOC
(Cabrera, 2020). Access to higher education is unequal, the equity gaps in college completion
rates based on income and race are widening because of students’ inabilities to afford a college
education (Field, 2015).
For a student to be eligible for federal (and many state) financial aid programs, a student
must complete all the requirements of the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)
and aid application process. Completing the FAFSA and verification requirements can be a
barrier to access, persistence, and college completion (Oster et al., 2020). This section will
discuss the federal financial aid application and verification requirements and processes paying
particular attention to the barriers and inequities within them.
Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)
To be eligible for federal (and many state) financial aid programs, a student must
complete the FAFSA application, be a U. S. citizen or eligible noncitizen, and must be enrolled
in an eligible degree or certificate program and maintain satisfactory academic progress in
college or career school. The FAFSA is available on October 1 of the previous year. For
example, the 2021-2022 academic year FAFSA became available on October 1, 2020. The
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FAFSA application will ask for income and asset information from students and if those students
are deemed dependent, of their parent(s) as well. The FAFSA application uses income and asset
information from the prior-prior tax year. For example, the 2021-2022 FAFSA will ask for 2019
federal tax return information.
The FAFSA application does not have a positive reputation. There is much negative press
and commentary because the FAFSA has over 100 questions, asks personal information that
many people do not prefer to disclose and, often times, seems for naught when the student
receives a financial aid package limited to federal loans. The FAFSA process is especially
challenging for low-income and first-generation students (Dynarski & Wiederspan, 2012).
Complexity of the application itself, and lack of information and/or misinformation, are two of
the most common reasons why students do not file the FAFSA (Davidson, 2015; Dynarski &
Scott-Clayton, 2006; Kantrowitz, 2011). In an analysis of federal FAFSA filing data, Kantrowitz
(2011) found that the largest percentage of FAFSA non-filers indicated they did not file because
they believed they were ineligible to do so.
Novak and McKinney (2011) examined the relationship between FAFSA filing and
within-year persistence of first-year full-time college students and found that students who filed
a FAFSA were 72% more likely to persist than those who did not. Estimates from 2011-2012
data show that of the 30% of students who did not file the FAFSA, roughly one third of them
would have been eligible for the Pell Grant. Bettinger (2004) looked at Pell recipients and the
impact of the Pell Grant on student persistence and found that students who received an increase
in Pell were more likely to persist than those who did not. Comparing low-income Pell grant
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recipients with low-income students who did not file a FAFSA, the odds of persisting were 122%
higher for those low-income students who filed the FAFSA (Novak & McKinney, 2011).
Recent research by Page et al. (2017) established that proactive communication or
“nudging” students about filing the FAFSA increased filing rates and even showed that students
will file the application earlier. Additionally, the practice of “nudging” students became a
popular and effective method for helping students complete the necessary tasks to be able to
attend college. Page et al. (2017) found that “students who received the text outreach were more
likely to complete the FAFSA earlier in the school year” (p. 17). Earlier FAFSA filing may
impact the types and amounts of financial aid students receive and also gives students and aid
administrators more time to work on completing the requirements for the verification process.
Although nudging was a promising intervention, recent data has underscored that nudging is not
a panacea to FAFSA and college application filing (Anderson, 2019) as larger studies have
shown that nudging made no statistic difference in students’ FAFSA filing behavior (Supiano,
2019) or enrollment patterns (Gurantz, et. al, 2019).
The research and outreach initiative related to nudging and other efforts by the financial
aid community to spur timely FAFSA completion are done because the financial aid community
recognizes that the timing and priority deadlines associated with financial aid applications can
impact a student’s access to and ability to persist in college. LaManque (2009) found that later
FAFSA filers received less financial aid and articulated the important connection between
financial aid and ability to succeed and persist in college. McKinney and Novak (2015) found
that later FAFSA filers received less state and institutional grant aid compared to earlier filers.
The financial aid community understands what students and their families may readily not. The
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negative consequences to not completing the FAFSA and verification processes in a timely
manner can impact a student’s ability to access and succeed in college. For these and many other
reasons, the financial aid community and professional organizations have been advocating for
FAFSA simplification and making the process more transparent.
Financial Aid Verification Process
A major barrier to completing the FAFSA process is the process called verification. The
verification process happens after a student has completed the FAFSA but before the student is
eligible to receive federal financial aid. The verification process is s federal regulation on
colleges and universities where they are required to collect and verify certain data elements that
the student has entered on the FAFSA. The purpose of the verification process is to verify that all
information submitted on the application is accurate, which prevents against improper payments
and misuse of government funds (Warick, 2018). Erroneous payments negatively impact the
student, if the payment is too low, or the U. S. taxpayer, if the payment is too high.
Up until the 2018-2019 academic year, the U. S. Department of Education estimated that
about 30% of financial aid applications were selected for the verification process every year.
Beginning the 2018-2019 FAFSA year, however, the Department of Education changed their
verification selection methodology resulting in a decreased percentage of applicants being
selected for verification, 22% down from the 30% (Kerr, 2021). Given the most current national
data, of the 19 million FAFSAs filed in 2017-2018, 5.7 million students were selected for
verification and required to complete the process to receive federal financial aid (AlQaisi et al.,
2020). Although we know that according to the U. S. Department of Education, in 2018-2019
22% of all FAFSA applications were selected for verification (Snider & Kerr, 2020), the
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Department of Education does not publish the criteria by which an application is selected for
verification. However, it is widely known and understood within the financial aid professional
community that students who are eligible for the Pell Grant are the most likely to be selected for
the verification process (Snider & Kerr, 2020).
Verification Requirements, Timeline, and Efforts to Ease Burden. As I articulated in
the story of Adam in Chapter One, verification is an audit-like process requiring the student and
their parent or legal guardian (if they are dependent) to supply additional information directly to
the college or university. When selected for verification a student is asked to provide
documentation such as: (a) student and parent Internal Revenue Service (IRS) tax forms, either
by using the IRS Data Retrieval Tool (DRT) in the FAFSA online or by requesting an IRS Tax
Return Transcript at the IRS’s website; (b) W-2s from employers; (c) signed forms verifying
household size and number in the household who are in college; (d) child support paid; (e) U. S.
income tax paid; (f) untaxed portions of Individual Retirement Account (IRA) distributions
and/or pensions; and possibly (g) IRA deductions and payments, tax-exempt interest income, and
education credits (Federal Student Aid Handbook, 2020, p. AVG 86- AVG 89). There are many
reasons why students and parents have difficulty obtaining the items required by the verification
process but unless the student and family find a way to satisfy the requirements, the student will
not be eligible for federal Title IV financial aid, which includes the Pell Grant program.
Recent research has shown that for the 2018-2019 academic year, 70% of FAFSA filers
selected for verification saw no change in their Pell Grant award (AlQaisi et al., 2020). Because
it is possible for the verification process to change a student’s financial aid award, and it does
change it in 30% of cases, the practice at many colleges and universities is to withhold any
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financial aid estimates or award letters until the verification process is complete. Thus, students
who have not completed the verification process, have no financial aid award information to use
when going through the college decision process and/or when trying to figure out how to pay for
college. Additionally, because verification is a process required of each institution for each
student selected, if a student is still deciding where to attend college, they may need to complete
the verification process at multiple schools to see their financial aid package at each school. Not
only is the process cumbersome, complicated, and frustrating for many students, recent research
found that being selected for verification makes students feel like they have done something
wrong, like they are being singled-out, or they are in trouble (Hoover, 2017).
Complexity of the aid application process can be a major deterrent for first-generation,
and students from historically marginalized backgrounds (Baum et al., 2015; Dynarski & ScottClayton, 2013; Dynarski et al., 2013). For lower-income students, Deming and Dynarski (2010)
found that the amount of paperwork required to complete the financial aid application process is
an impediment to college access. Tichavakunda (2017) found that for Black students relying on
financial aid, the complexity of the financial aid forms coupled with a lack of outreach from the
financial aid office resulted in stressful experiences.
In recent years, the federal government has undertaken several measures to help ease the
burden of verification on students and families by simplifying the verification process. For
example, the U. S. Department of Education announced a partnership with the Internal Revenue
Service (IRS) in 2009 which would allow FAFSA applicants to transfer tax information held
with the IRS directly into the FAFSA through a process called IRS Data Retrieval (Baum, 2015).
Lawmakers, such as former Senator Lamar Alexander, have long called for simplification to the
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FAFSA and federal financial aid process (Field, 2014; Turner & Nadworny, 2020). Dynarski and
Scott-Clayton (2006) studied ways to simplify the process of determining the federal Pell grant
by using a less complex formula utilizing Adjusted Gross Income (AGI) instead of the
complicated federal methodology embedded within the FAFSA process. In 2019, Congress
passed the FUTURE Act which included provisions to simplify the FAFSA application process
(Streeter et al., 2019) and in conjunction with the recent December 2020 COVID-19 Relief and
Omni-Bus Spending Bill provisions, many in the financial aid community believe will have the
effect of simplifying the verification process as well.
“Climate of Penalty.” Financial aid policies, such as verification, create a “climate of
penalty” (Campbell et al., 2015) for students and financial aid staff alike. Accessing and
processing financial aid is burdensome, inefficient, stressful, and creates additional workload for
both students and financial aid staff (Campbell et al., 2015). Holzman and Hanson (2020) did a
study of “college-intending” students in the Houston Public School District and found that
“racial and ethnic minorities” were disproportionately likely to be selected for verification than
white students. Being selected for verification increases likelihood of “summer melt” and
delayed college attendance (Holzman & Hanson, 2020). The verification burden is not only
evident for students and families, but for financial aid administrators as well. This
“administrative burden” is taking up resources in processing aid that could, arguably, be used
more effectively to provide individual assistance with the more complex questions and decisions
regarding college affordability and selection (Scott-Clayton, 2015).
Davidson (2015) described the verification process as “an additional barrier in the
financial aid process that is currently under researched” (p. 397). Much of the research and
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information on verification is done by the federal government entities that are compiling
information required by Congressional regulation or national organizations such as National
Association for Federal Aid Administrators (NASFAA) and National College Access Network
(NCAN). Practitioner-based scholarly research on the verification process is not as common. For
example, the National Association of Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA) sponsors the
Journal of Student Financial Aid. I searched the term “verification” within the journal, and it
only returned 21 results, with some publications dated back as far as 1973. Suffice it to say, there
is room for more research within the financial aid field in general, and specifically pertaining to
the verification process.
Throughout the previous sections of this literature review I have relied on and referenced
many aspects and constructs of Critical Race Theory and Critical Whiteness Studies that are
providing the theoretical foundation to this study. I have yet to, however, thoroughly review
these theories and contextualize them within this study. This next section will outline these
theories and how they are significant and imperative to this study.
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
In this study, I am utilizing a critical quantitative methodology to conduct an equity
analysis on aspects of the federal financial verification process at mid-sized, public, Midwestern,
state university. What makes this methodology “critical” is its reliance upon foundational tenants
of Critical Race Theory (CRT) which “provides an analytic tool to better focus critical
scholarship on racial justice and equity in education” (Sung & Coleman, 2019). Thus, it is
important to discuss the relevant foundational tenants and significance of Critical Race Theory,
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show its relationship to Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS), and illustrate how they both provide
the theoretical underpinnings for this research study.
Critical Race Theory (CRT)
CRT is a body of scholarship that originated from legal scholars and specifically focuses
on analyzing and interrogating the significance of race and racism in contemporary American
society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). CRT scholarship is concerned with understanding the
systemic ways in which dominant society restricts access and opportunity for minoritized
racialized groups (Jones, 2002), thus creating inequities which make it more challenging for
those affected to participate in society and the economy. These inequities are deeply embedded
into structures of society such as the legal system, housing, healthcare, politics, and education
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Yosso (2005) stated that “CRT is a framework that can be used to
theorize, examine and challenge the ways race and racism implicitly and explicitly impact on
social structures, practices and discourses” (p. 70). As critical race scholar, Bell (1993) indicated,
“racism lies at the center, not the periphery; in the permanent, not in the fleeting; in the real lives
of Black and white people, not in the sentimental caverns of the mind” (p. 336). Critical race
theorists recognize that racism is central to our everyday life, pervasive, and systemically built
into dominant American society and culture (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). And yet despite
racism’s pervasiveness in everyday life, discussions of race and racism are often silenced and
marginalized because of white dominant society’s inability to openly and constructively discuss
these topics (Tatum, 2017). The understanding that racial inequities are embedded into societal
structures is referred to as “systemic,” “institutionalized,” or “structural” racism and is a core
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tenant of CRT. Critical race theorists are not cohesive, but they are committed to a scholarly
resistance that seeks liberation from systemic racism.
Solórzano (1998) extended and applied CRT in the field of education and discussed five
now widely accepted tenets of CRT:
1. Racism is endemic in American society and is intersectional
2. CRT is committed to social justice and eliminating racism
3. The dominant narratives of objectivity, meritocracy, color-blindness, and equal
opportunity must be challenged
4. The experiential knowledge of people of color is legitimate and crucial to
understanding racial inequality (counter storytelling)
5. Race and racism must be analyzed across all disciplines currently and historically
And yet despite racism’s pervasiveness in everyday life, discussions of race and racism
are often silenced and marginalized because of white dominant society’s inability to openly and
constructively discuss these topics (Tatum, 2017).
Social Construction of Race, White Supremacy Ideology, and Power. A foundational
tenet of Critical Race Theory (CRT) is that race is a socially constructed, arbitrary grouping
based on perceived physical difference such as skin tone (Omi & Winant, 2015). In fact, there
are no biological or genetic indicators or formations that identify a person’s race (Rosenberg et
al., 2002). Race is socially constructed; however, this does not diminish the very real
consequences and implications of racism (Leonardo, 2013; Mills, 1997). The United States is a
“racialized society” that “allocates differential economic, political, social and even psychological
rewards to groups along racial lines; lines that are socially constructed” (Bonilla-Silva, 1997, p.
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474). For white people, the implications are advantages, privilege, and benefits; and for BIPOC,
the consequences are discrimination and inequity (Kendi, 2019).
White supremacy is a critical concept in understanding CRT and the social construction
of race. The United States is a country founded upon an ideology of white supremacy (DunbarOrtiz, 2015) or the idea that “white people matter more than others” (Glaude, 2020, p. 202). This
is grounded in political, historical, and economic realities. In the early 1600s, the first European
settlers, primarily fleeing from plagues and persecution in their northern European homelands,
sought refuge on the land that has come to be known as the United States. This land, however,
was not terra nullius, “a land without people;” it was already occupied by Indigenous peoples
(Shotton et al., 2013). This historical reality did not stop the Europeans from claiming to have
“discovered” it and begin their colonization of the land. A pervasive ideology of white
supremacy within the identities of the European colonists created the rationalization necessary to
steal the land from, and perpetuate genocide against, Indigenous peoples (Cabrera, 2020; Wolfe,
2006). In 1619, shortly after the arrival of the very first settler colonists, European colonizers
brought the first enslaved African people to the shores of the colonies. A white supremacy
ideology, coupled with economic self-interest in racist power, created the rationalization
necessary to enslave African peoples (Kendi, 2019) and continues to be used to oppress African
Americans for “most of U. S. history” (Feagin, 2020, p. 3). It is imperative to understand white
supremacy ideology when having any contemporary discussion of racism and the drivers of
racist policies and practices in the United States. We must acknowledge this history as rooted in
white supremacy in order to make sense of contemporary societal realities.
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During the 18th and 19th centuries, a white racial identity became associated with power
and “was often sought by those who did not possess it” (Kincheloe, 1999, p. 167). Roediger
(2018) wrote that European immigrants realized “joining in acts of racism against people of color
made immigrants white over time” (p. 103). This demonstrates that the social construction of
race is inextricably linked to power. Kendi (2019) argued that racial identities “are
fundamentally power identities, because race is fundamentally a power construct of blended
difference that lives socially … the power to categorize and judge, elevate and downgrade,
include and exclude” (p. 38). Kendi (2019) asserted that racial categories were never meant to be
neutral, they were created to form a racial hierarchy in order to serve the economic, political, and
cultural interests of white people. Leonardo (2013) agreed, “[w]hite is whatever whites and
whiteness say it is. Whiteness has no essence, and it shape shifts according to the whims of
whiteness as long as its overall interests remain intact” (p. 85). Thus, whiteness was constructed
as something enviable, coveted, to strive for, while a non-white identity, specifically being
Black, was something to avoid at all costs (Kendi, 2016). The closer to whiteness, the more
economic, political, social opportunity and power one gained (Roediger, 2018). The concept that
race is socially constructed, that there are no biological indicators or set of measurements unique
to every member of a racial or ethnic category, is an essential component of CRT. White
supremacist ideology and the relationship between whiteness and power are two critical
components of the social construction of race and understanding CRT.
Interest Convergence Theory. Legal and CRT scholar, Derrick Bell (1980) theorized
that disruptions in systemic racism are contingent upon the interests of white people aligning and
converging with the interests of Black people. Interest Convergence theory is a key concept in
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CRT because it posits that, typically, white people will only be motivated to advocate for
advancements for Black people after they have clearly calculated the costs and benefits that those
actions would have on their own interests (Delgado, 1995). CRT understands that any efforts to
disrupt racism and white supremacy must account, at some level, for this understanding of
interest convergence (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Although CRT posits that racism negatively
affects all members of society regardless of their race, it also recognizes that if white Americans
do not see how they will benefit from its undoing, the inequitable status quo will remain.
Leonardo (2013) expressed skepticism when he questioned “[w]hat could possibly motivate
whites to undo their domination after they have enjoyed it for so long?” (p. 86). The concept of
interest convergence is a core tenant of CRT and provides powerful context for this study in
understanding why racial equity-mindedness and initiatives are stymied or might not come
naturally within predominantly and historically white institutions or the majority white
practitioners who work there.
The concept of interest convergence is also intertwined with the distinctions between
equity and equality, where “[w]hite leaders typically tolerate advances toward racial inclusion as
long as those advances are not too severe and do not disrupt the status quo” (Harris et al., 2015,
p. 22). Unequal distribution of resources, although focused on equitable outcomes, are often
viewed by white society as advancing the needs of BIPOC at faster rate than the needs of white
people and thus are not tolerated by white leaders (Harris et al., 2015). This concept is applicable
to this study because it is possible that to mitigate the racial inequity in the verification process
resources may need to be distributed unequally based on race. At a Predominantly White
Institution steeped in whiteness, any practice suggesting an unequal distribution of institutional
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resources based on race will likely be unpopular at best, and intolerable or deemed illegally
discriminatory, at worst.
White Privilege and Immunity. Not only are CRT scholars concerned with individuals
and groups impacted by racism and systemic racism, but they are also concerned with those who
believe themselves unaffected by racial prejudice. People who are seemingly unaffected by racial
prejudice are benefitting from an unearned advantage called “white privilege” a term coined by
McIntosh (1988) in her essay, Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack. McIntosh described white
privilege as an “invisible” and “unearned” set of advantages or assets that a white person, or
white people as a group, has/have access to simply and solely because of their white racial
identity. An assumption when learning about white privilege is that a lack of knowledge or
ignorance is a primary cause of injustice so if white people would just become conscious of their
whiteness and the privileges that it affords them, then they will begin to act more justly (Kendi,
2019). However, as Kendi (2019) pointed out, ignorance and hate are not the problem. The root
of the problem is “the self-interest of racist power” (p. 42). Cabrera (2017) described this
concept in terms of “white immunity” meaning that instead of focusing on white people being
elevated or privileged, Cabrera (2017) argued that the focus should be on the systemic racism
that suppresses BIPOC but protects white people simply because they exist in a white
supremacist society. Understanding concepts of privilege and immunity are essential steps on a
path toward racial justice, but they are not sufficient steps toward dismantling white supremacy.
White privilege is an important concept in CRT because it describes the daily and
structural advantages to being white, and recognition of these unearned advantages is imperative
to understanding the impact of race and the inequities caused by racism in America. The
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concepts of white privilege and immunity are pertinent to this study because, especially at a
Predominantly White Institution (PWI) where white students and faculty are the majority, it can
be easy to view whiteness as normal and thus immune from interrogation or recognition. McNair
et al., (2020) argued that to advance equity-mindedness focusing on equitable outcomes in higher
education, we must “[m]ake whiteness be seen as the problem that undermines higher education
from serving as a societal model for racial justice” (p. 101). We cannot see whiteness as the
problem without a recognition and acknowledgment of the privileges that accompany it.
In summary, I have chosen to use CRT as a theoretical underpinning of this research
project because of its power and framework which allows me to examine and challenge how and
why racism continues to perpetuate inequities within the federal financial aid application and
verification processes. With concepts such as the social construction of race, white supremacy
ideology, interest convergence, and white privilege, CRT allows me to assume the endemic and
pervasive nature of racism in contemporary society (Solórzano, 1998) so that I can position this
study to challenge systemic racial inequities. CRT allows me to study race while arguing that
racial inequities are not caused by and individual’s race, but by racism and white supremacy
(Bonilla-Silva & Baiocchi, 2008) and discriminatory social processes (Gillborn, 2009).
Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS)
As an extension of Critical Race Theory (CRT), Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS) is a
body of scholarship that explores what it means to be white in the United States. It centers
whiteness as a social location to deeply examine it (Leonardo, 2013) and “focuses on
problematizing the normality of hegemonic whiteness, arguing that in doing so whites deflect,
ignore, or dismiss their role, racialization, and privilege in race dynamics” (Matias et al., 2014, p.

62
3). Naming whiteness serves to make it visible by critically examining its normative status
(Feagin, 2020) which in turn allows the recognition of its existence to understand how it
perpetuates racism and white supremacy. In this study, I aim to use the tenets of CWS to address
present day manifestations of racism and inequity by interrogating the financial aid verification
process to identify racial inequities within it.
It is not the purpose of this section to provide a detailed analysis of the historical
foundations of Critical Whiteness Studies; however, I would be remiss if I did not recognize that
Black scholars, writers, and activists since at least the writings of W.E.B. DuBois at the turn of
the 20th century have been critical of whiteness, writing about whiteness and why it matters to
everyone including white people, naming the “problem” of it, and using race, and whiteness, to
understand and critique social inequities. As Leonardo (2013) articulated,
it took white scholars and public figures to repeat or appropriate the message of
intellectuals of color in order for whites in general to assimilate the insights. This is not
surprising. Whites are more accommodating when they hear the same message from a
white messenger, which preserves white comfort zones and inevitably feelings of safety.
(p. 85)
The work of Scholars of Color, particularly Black scholars, and certainly the Critical Race
Theorists, have laid the groundwork for the formal establishment of the field of Critical
Whiteness Studies.
Because CWS is an extension of CRT, their foundational tenets do overlap and
intertwine. In this section, I have chosen to discuss the tenets of CWS most applicable to this
research study and have attempted to distinguish them from, but show their connection to, the
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foundational concepts in CRT. The following section will include discussions of racism as a
white person problem, the "color-evasive" racism, and white complicity, invisibility, and
ignorance.
Racism is a White Problem, White Complicity, Invisibility, and Ignorance. Central to
CWS is the concept that racism is a problem for white people to solve (Applebaum, 2010;
Leonardo, 2013). Black scholars and activists across the United States have been stating for
centuries that white people are responsible for dismantling racism (Baldwin, 1962; DuBois,
1903; Oluo, 2019). Leonardo (2005) stated that racism is a problem that white people create,
maintain, and re-create daily. More recently, white scholars and activists have also asserted that,
for systemic and structural racism to be dismantled, white people must dismantle it (DiAngelo,
2011) and yet it is difficult for white people to understand how and that they are a part of the
problem (Frankenberg, 1993). The problem, then, is figuring out how to get white people, in
critical mass, to do the work required to eliminate racist systems from which they ultimately
benefit.
Applebaum’s (2010) theory of white complicity links white privilege with white
supremacy. White complicity calls “for a specific type of vigilance that recognizes the dangers of
presuming that one can transcend racist systems when one attempts to work to challenge racist
systems” (Applebaum, 2010, p. 20). Whiteness draws its power from invisibility as it is difficult
to solve a problem that cannot be seen by those responsible for solving it (Bell, 2020). Thus,
critical whiteness scholars work to expose the ways in which whiteness operates to disrupt its
universality. Applebaum (2010) wrote, “[f]or white people then, it is impossible to gain an
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understanding of systemic racism without naming whiteness and understanding how whiteness
works” (p. 9).
Tatum (2017) stated that for “white people living in largely white environments, it is
possible to live one’s entire life without giving focused attention to what it means to be white”
(p. 189). It is as Leonardo (2013) described, “this is already whiteness’ modus operandi, its claim
to be everywhere and nowhere at the same time: everywhere because it is the standard, nowhere
because it efficiently hides its normative status” (p. 104). Whiteness is the standard or norm by
which all other racial categories are judged (Wise, 2008) and yet it is also invisible (Omi &
Winant, 2015) for those who inhabit it, and so habitual that it is unrecognizable to most white
people (Ahmed, 2007).
Color-Evasiveness, Colorblind Racism, and Color-Ignorance. A central concept in
Critical Whiteness Studies is this notion of what Bonilla-Silva (2018) called “color-blindness,”
Applebaum (2010) referred to as “color-ignorance,” and Annamma et al. (2017) termed “colorevasiveness.” For the purposes of this research study, I will not use the term “color-blind”
because the term, no matter how intended, is ableist. Thus, when referring to this concept, I will
use the term “color-evasive.” I do not purport to directly equate these three terms, although they
are often used interchangeably in the literature. Perhaps doing so shows slippage in my own
conceptualization, however, they share a common theme “that to avoid talking about race is a
way to willfully ignore the experiences of people of color and makes the goal of erasure more
fully discernible; in other words, to use the term “evade” highlights an attempt to obliterate”
(Annamma et al., 2017, p. 156).
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The concept of color-evasiveness is useful in exploring the tension between individual
and systemic racism. Racism and white supremacy are understood by white people as
individualized, overt, and obvious acts of racial violence or what Bonilla-Silva (2018) referred to
as a kind of “old-fashioned” or “Jim Crow” racism (p. 3). Examples of this overt racism are
using derogatory names or slurs or openly discriminating against someone based on a
marginalized racial identity. When white people do not engage in these types of overtly racist
behaviors, then they view themselves to be not racist and they fail to understand how they are
complicit or implicated in the reproduction and perpetuation of white supremacy (DiAngelo,
2011; Kendi, 2019).
Applebaum (2010) described the ideology of color-ignorance as
the belief that race no longer matters in the United States and that racial inequality will
disappear if we just stop referring to race . . . [t]his refusal to take notice of color when
color clearly matters consequently prevents racist patterns of practices from being
recognized and interrogated. (p. 18)
This belief that racism will disappear if we just stop talking about it coupled with the idea that
racism is only perpetuated through overt, egregious, racist acts allows justification for one to
claim they are not only not racist, but also not complicit in perpetuating white supremacy. By
never having to interrogate systemic or institutional racism, color-evasiveness works to protect
white supremacy. It is a tactic employed by white people to maintain the racial hierarchy to
preserve white privilege (Bonilla-Silva, 2018).
Bonilla-Silva (2018) discussed four frames to describe this new form of what he terms
“color-blind” racism: abstract liberalism, naturalization, cultural racism, and the minimization of
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racism. The frames describe how white people continue to be racist and justify racial inequality,
although now in a more subtle or indirect way than the more overt racism portrayed before the
Civil Rights Era of the 1960s. Three of the four of Bonilla-Silva's (2018) frames are pertinent to
this study, and I will discuss them briefly. The abstract liberalism frame portrays how racist
opinions can be twisted to seem moral or more reasonable by describing them through seemingly
liberal notions such as equal opportunity, individual choice, and appeals to meritocracy. This
abstract language of liberalism can be used to explain racial matters “while opposing almost all
practical approaches to deal with racial inequality” (Bonilla-Silva, 2018, p. 56). Cultural racism
is a frame of victim blaming that claim “minorities’ standing is a product of their lack of effort,
loose family organization, and inappropriate values” (Bonilla-Silva, 2018, p. 67). The fourth of
Bonilla-Silva's (2018) frames is “minimization of racism” which suggests that “discrimination is
no longer a central factor affecting minorities’ life chances” (p. 57) and it rests upon an
assumption that in general “whites believe discrimination has all but disappeared” (p. 70). These
frames, especially when used in conjunction with each other, serve as ways for white people to
distance themselves from racial reality by “providing seemingly nonracial way[s] of stating their
racial views without appearing irrational or rabidly racist” (Bonilla-Silva, 2018, p. 75). In a
mixed methods study in a community college setting, White and Dache (2020) explored financial
aid policies and practices and analyzed their findings through Bonilla-Silva’s (2018) four frames.
They found evidence of each frame within the financial aid policies, practices, and secondary
data analysis.
These frames are useful for this study in that they provide context for understanding the
interplay between individual and systemic racism and how white people, and the institutions they
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serve, can simultaneously deny both. The terminology and concepts are also germane to this
study because the federal financial aid application and verification processes are often referred to
as “race-neutral.” However, as Bonilla-Silva has shown in his research, and Kendi (2019) has
confirmed in his, “race-neutral” is often touted as a benefit, yet the outcomes of “race-neutral”
policies are often racial inequities.
Conclusion
This chapter began by establishing higher education as rooted in racism and white
supremacy and how these systems of oppression cause inequities in higher education. I next
discussed a brief history of federal financial aid, inequities within federal financial aid programs,
and issues of access, persistence, and completion within financial aid. I then moved on to a
discussion of the inequities and barriers within the federal financial aid and verification process.
I ended with a discussion of the relevant Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Critical Whiteness
Studies (CWS) literature as the theoretical underpinning for this study. This verification study is
an effort to identify racial inequity within the verification practice at the federal and institutional
levels. In this chapter I discussed the complexity, confusion, and burden associated with the
verification process. I also established through the literature that equity work in higher education
is hindered because higher education organizations are racialized organizations steeped in
whiteness which prevents practitioners from identifying inequities and applying a racial equity
lens to their practices. I showed the inequities embedded within the financial aid application and
verification policies and processes in order to convey that racism and white supremacy are both
the cause of these inequities and the reason they are so difficult to address.
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Chapter 3: Methods
In this descriptive correlational critical quantitative analysis of an existing data set, I
explored the effect of race on the likelihood that a student is selected for, and the time it takes for
students to complete, the federal financial aid verification process at a four-year, mid-sized,
public, Midwestern, university. Throughout the previous two chapters, I have shown inequities
within the FAFSA and verification processes. This study was designed to interrogate race-based
inequities at one institution in order to add to the current literature and encourage policy and
practice change at both the federal and institutional levels. In this chapter, I will discuss the
following: descriptive, correlational, critical quantitative methodology, data collection and
analysis plan, efforts to ensure and potential threats to validity, researcher positionality as it
relates to this study, and limitations.
Research Questions
Increasing access to higher education by helping students pay for it was the justification
for the creation of the federal Title IV financial aid programs through the Higher Education Act
of 1965 (Thelin, 2011). About 22% of all students who apply for federal financial aid nationally
are required to complete the verification process. The verification process can be a barrier for
students because the requirements can be confusing, documentation difficult to obtain, and the
whole process can take a significant amount of time to complete (Davidson, 2015). Influenced by
my professional financial aid experience, I hypothesized that there are racial disparities in the
verification process both in the likelihood that students are selected for verification and the
amount of time it takes to complete the process. Therefore, I proposed a study to investigate

69
these predictions. I conducted a racial equity investigation of the verification process by asking
the following research questions:
•

Research Question 1 (RQ1): How does race predict the likelihood that a student is
selected for verification when compared to all enrolled undergraduate FAFSA filers?

•

Research Question 2 (RQ2): How does race predict the time it takes to complete the
federal financial aid verification process?

Descriptive Correlational Study
Descriptive quantitative research is used to describe the status of existing variables and
provide systematic information about a certain phenomenon (Rutgers, University Libraries,
2021). I am using the term “descriptive” because I used an existing dataset, with multiple
variables, to provide information about verification selection and completion. Correlational
research is non-experimental, uses statistical techniques to determine the relationships between
two or more variables, shows strength and direction, and recognize trends and patterns in the
data (Punch & Oancea, 2014). I am using the term “correlational” broadly to indicate that this
research study was not experimental but did investigate the relationships between variables in
order to provide information about verification selection and completion.
Critical Quantitative Methodology
I investigated the effect of race on the likelihood of being selected for the verification
process and the time it takes students to complete the verification process. Given the research
questions and the nature of the data needed to answer them, a quantitative design is the best
methodological approach for this study. Bensimon (2007) claimed that a consistently recurring
criticism of quantitative studies in higher education is “the representation of human beings and
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their experiences independent of context” (p. 448). In order to attend to this criticism, I have
chosen to employ a critical lens (Tabron, 2019) to this quantitative design to contextualize this
study in a racially-conscious orientation. I designed this study to both identify racial inequities
quantitatively and also challenge the existing structures and policies that perpetuate them.
When I refer to a “critical lens” what I mean is that, in the broadest sense, this study is
rooted in equity and social justice with an intention to “understand educational disparities and
injustice as functions of power, domination, and exploitation” (Strunk & Betties, 2019, p. 87).
By applying critical traditions to contemporary research, I am one “who attempts to confront the
injustice of a society or a sphere within the society” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994, p. 140).
Critical theory is informed by Marxism and recognizes that capitalism is the central organizing
feature of all oppressive systems (Strunk & Betties, 2019). I have not underpinned this study
narrowly in line with traditional critical theory because critical theory has been critiqued due to
its limitations in recommending ways to transform systems of oppression such as racism
(Leonardo, 2013). Although I recognize capitalism as an oppressive system, I am very much
concerned with racism and its role in the process of completing the federal financial aid
verification requirements. For this reason, I have chosen to frame this study mostly within certain
tenants of Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS). However, this
critical quantitative design blends critical traditions, CRT, and CWS, as Strunk and Betties
(2019) recommended: “the most compelling educational research often mobilizes pieces of more
than one theory, pulling conceptual tools from more than one framework” (p. 78).
In the field of education, the critical approach has almost exclusively been employed by
researchers using qualitative techniques (Stage, 2007; Stage & Wells, 2014). Subsequently,
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numerous quantitative researchers began to question the (post)positivist nature of traditional
quantitative research and sought out a paradigm that aligned more closely with their critical
epistemologies (Stage, 2007; Stage & Wells, 2014). These researchers sought to find a way to
continue investigating problems quantitatively while doing so through a non-(post)positivist
epistemological framework. They found a way through critical inquiry and have thus come to be
known as “quantitative criticalists” (Stage & Wells, 2014). Quantitative criticalists “have
rejected the labels of positivist and postpositivist and have turned their quantitative skills toward
work on equity goals and outcomes” (Stage & Wells, 2014, p. 3).
Recently, scholars Garcia et al. (2018) sought to better understand how quantitative
methods can “support and further a critical race agenda in educational research” through a
critical race framework called QuantCrit (p. 149). Much like the “sistercrits” of critical race
studies, LatCrit (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Valdes, 2005), AsianCrit (Chang, 1993;
Museus, 2013; Teranishi, 2002), DisCrit (Annamma et al., 2012), and BlackCrit (Dumas &
miraya ross, 2016), QuantCrit is emerging as a methodological sub-field of critical race studies.
Gillborn et al. (2017) understood that quantitative research "can re-produce human bias
and racist stereotypes . . . [which] should lead us to treat quantitative analysis with at least as
much caution as when considering qualitative research and its findings” (p. 1). Gillborn et al.
(2017) established a toolkit of principles “to apply CRT understandings and insights whenever
quantitative data is used in research and/or encountered in policy and practice” (p. 12). Garcia et
al. (2018) summarized the five principles of QuantCrit originally established by Gillborn et al.
(2017) as:
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1. The centrality of racism as a complex and deeply rooted aspect of society that is not
readily amenable to quantification.
2. The acknowledgement that numbers are not neutral, and they should be interrogated
for their role in promoting deficit analyses that serve white racial interests.
3. The reality that categories are neither ‘natural’ nor given and so the units and forms
of analyses must be critically evaluated.
4. The recognition that voice and insight are vital: data cannot ‘speak for itself’ and
critical analysis should be informed by the experiential knowledge of marginalized
groups.
5. The understanding that statistical analyses have no inherent value, but they can play a
role in struggles for social justice. (p. 151)
Methodologically, the field of QuantCrit is a sub-field of Critical Race Theory and
therefore these QuantCrit guiding principles flow directly from a Critical Race Theory (CRT)
framework. It is imperative to acknowledge that qualitative critical race scholars’ research efforts
have made possible the QuantCrit methodological framework upon which I have constructed this
study. QuantCrit was established as a way for quantitative methods to support and further a
critical race agenda in educational research (Garcia et al., 2018). Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva (2008)
pointed out that quantitative methods, in the field of sociology in particular, are embedded with a
“white logic” where white supremacy “has defined the techniques and processes of reasoning
about social facts” (p. 17). Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva (2008) discussed what they termed “white
methods” that “are practical tools used to manufacture empirical data and analysis to support the
racial stratification in society” (p. 18) and researchers, particularly white researchers, must work
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against the tendency to center whiteness in both their methods and logic. I employed a critical
quantitative methodological framework (QuantCrit) because I wanted to critically analyze how
race effects the FAFSA and federal financial aid verification processes in order to challenge
existing structures of whiteness (Teranishi, 2007) that may be perpetuating inequities in access to
higher education.
Research Design
In order to understand how race predicts the likelihood of being selected for verification
and the number of days it takes to complete verification, I took a critical approach to the
quantitative research design (Carter & Hurtado, 2007). I utilized a quantitative data analysis tool,
IBM SPSS 25.0 (SPSS 25.0), to run a logistic regression and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) to
analyze how the independent variable (race) predicted the dependent variables (likelihood of
being selected and number of days it takes to complete verification). As my research questions
imply, I was very interested in understanding the role of race within the verification selection and
completion process.
Research Site
The focus institution is a regional comprehensive university located about 60 miles from
the state’s capital city and major population center. It was founded in 1869 and offers over 200
undergraduate, 60 graduate, and 3 doctoral programs. Using fall 2019 IPEDS enrollment data,
the combined undergraduate and graduate student population at the focus institution was just
over 13,000 students (National Center on Education Statistics, 2021). The percent of
undergraduate students who identify as women and men were 54% and 46%, respectively. The
focus institution is a Predominantly White Institution (PWI) as 69.7% of undergraduate students
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identify racially as white. According to the IPEDS data, and using their racial and ethnic
categories, 7.1% of students identify as Black or African American, 5.5% as Asian, 3.6% as Two
or More Races, 2.3% as unknown race/ethnicity, .2% as American Indian or Alaskan Native, and
.1% as Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander. Additionally, 3.6% of students at the focus
institution identify as Hispanic or Latino (National Center on Education Statistics, 2021).
Although 7.9% of the focus institution are international students, current federal regulations
prohibit international students and undocumented students from any federal financial aid
eligibility.
The focus institution prides itself on being a university that promotes access to an
affordable higher education. Like most colleges and universities, the tuition and fees costs to
attend this institution during the 2019-2020 academic year are broken out between in-state and
out-of-state resident status. This study is focused on undergraduate students, as they are the most
likely to be selected for verification. For the 2019-2020 academic year the undergraduate tuition
and fee rates for in-state residents were $8,656, whereas out-of-state costs were $16,948.
The process of verification is mandated at the federal level; however, the execution of the
mandate is decentralized to the local institutional level. The entire process of verifying the
information is all done locally where each institution identifies, decides, and implements the
practices related to the verification process. The verification process at the focus institution
begins when the institution receives the student’s FAFSA results. It typically takes three to five
days from the time a student submits their FAFSA online for the institution to receive the results
from the federal processor. Initially, the federal processor is responsible for selecting the FAFSA
for verification. The institution also has discretion to select the FAFSA for verification according
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to consistently applied institutional policies. When the FAFSA results are received, and a
FAFSA is selected for verification, the financial aid staff perform a series of tasks which results
in a paper letter being sent via postal mail to the student’s permanent address requesting the
additional information required by the verification guidelines. During typical processing times, it
takes no more than five business days for this letter to be generated and sent via U. S. postal mail
to the student’s permanent address. This letter is also available electronically in the university’s
online student portal. On average, it typically takes no more than ten business days from the time
a student submits their FAFSA to the federal processor to the financial aid office mailing out a
paper request for additional information to the student’s address on file in the student
information system.
Carter and Hurtado (2007) pointed out that “institutional research is important in the
grand scheme of educational research” because it can be “more finely attuned to the need to
improve practices in specific institutional contexts . . . and plays an important role in
understanding the universality of truths we uncover in our efforts to improve postsecondary
education” (p. 31). I have conducted verification research at the local institutional level because
most verification research is aggregated at the federal level, and I believe the lack of research at
the local level is masking racial inequities that further exacerbate barriers in accessing and
obtaining higher education.
Human Subject Approval: Institutional Review Board (IRB)
I sought and was granted approval for this study by the Institutional Review Board (IRB)
at the focus institution. The IRB approval qualified for exempt review because I analyzed data
that that already existed in the focus institution’s Student Information System (SIS) thus I am not
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collecting new data directly from human subjects. I did take care to protect the identification of
the human subjects by asking that the data I had requested be sent to me in a de-identified,
anonymous format. I stored this data file on a password-protected computer and received a letter
from the focus institution’s data security department indicating that my computer and protocols
for data storage were in keeping with best practice.
Data Collection
After IRB approval, I worked closely with the focus institution’s analytics and
institutional research department in order to ensure the correct data was collected. I also worked
with the director of financial aid at the focus institution to ensure that the staff member in the
institutional research department understood exactly where the FAFSA and financial aid data
resided in the institution’s SIS. After multiple meetings with both the financial aid director and
institutional research member, we were all confident that we were pulling the correct data from
the correct places. The analytics and institutional research department member was able to
anonymize the data (stripped of private identifiers) before giving me access.
Table 1 describes the data I initially requested for this study. When designing this study, I
was ambitious in my data request. As I proceeded through the analysis phase, though, I realized
that while this dataset could undoubtedly produce some interesting analysis relevant to
contemporary student success issues, I simply did not need all of these data elements to answer
my specific research questions for this study. I hope data such as this can be used for future
research, and I have outlined many recommendations and examples for future research studies in
Chapter 5. For the purposes of transparency within this dissertation process, I have listed the
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original data request elements below in Table 1 and I have used an asterisk to indicate data
element that I did use in this study.
Table 1
Study Variables and Data Elements
Demographic Data

FAFSA Data

Financial Aid Data

Registration Date

Dependent or Independent Status
after Verification

Date Verification Letter Sent to
Student Via Postal Mail*

International Status*

Estimated Family

Selected for Verification Federal*

Spring 2020 Credit Hours

Contribution (EFC) before
Verification

Selected for Verification
Institutional

Date of Birth
Declared Major
Year in College

EFC after Verification

Undergrad or Grad Status

Parent Education Level

Date Student Completed
Verification Process

Parent Adjusted Gross Income
(AGI)

Data FAFSA Received at
University

Fall 2019 Credit Hours Taken
Admission Status (First Year of
Transfer)
First Generation Status
High School Zip Code
Home, City, State, and Zip Code
Resident or Non-resident
Living on Campus
Date of Admission
Date of Application

Note. * Denotes a data element that I used in this study.
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Sample
The sample for this study included students who filed a 2019-2020 FAFSA and were
enrolled for at least one credit in the fall of 2019 (N = 5,130) and a sub-sample of those who
were selected for verification (n = 1,484). I designed this study to investigate the financial aid
application and verification process data of students who applied for federal financial aid through
the 2019-2020 FAFSA and were selected for verification to analyze the effect of race on both the
likelihood a student is selected for verification and the amount of time it takes for the average
student to complete the verification process and be offered a financial aid award. It is noteworthy
that in this sample, the rate by which students were selected for verification was 28.9%, which is
higher than the 22% national average stated by the U. S. Department of Education.
Despite the most recent year of fall data being 2020, I have chosen to collect data on the
matriculating students of fall 2019 because I believe that the verification process during the 2020
year could have been influenced by the Covid-19 global pandemic. The verification process is
communication heavy, often requires multiple phone calls, emails, in-person contacts, and/or
postal communications from both the financial aid office to the student and vice versa. Given the
nature of the pandemic, I believe it could have impeded these communication flows and
therefore I will focus on the fall of 2019 which will allow me to study the pre-pandemic
institutional process. It could be the purpose of another study to investigate the effect of the
global pandemic on the federal financial aid verification process at an institutional level.
Variables
In order to afford college, many students apply for financial assistance through federal
and state financial aid programs. To be eligible for funds they must complete all requirements of
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the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and aid application process. Completing
the FAFSA and verification requirements can be a barrier to access, persistence, and college
completion (Oster et al., 2020). Davidson (2015) found that there are aspects of the financial aid
and verification process that can impact ability to afford higher education and thus access to
higher education. In the following section, I have outlined the independent and dependent
variables used in this study.
Dependent Variables
Each research question has its own dependent variable. A description of each dependent
variable follows. For RQ1, the dependent variable is whether the student is selected for
verification process. For RQ2, the dependent variable is the time (in days) it takes students to
complete the verification process.
RQ1 Dependent Variable: Selected for Verification. The dependent variable for RQ1
is nominal, meaning it has two categories whose values are either yes or no, but the order of the
categories is meaningless. I chose the dependent variable for RQ1 because little is known about
the criteria the U. S. Department of Education uses to select FAFSAs for verification. The
Department of Education does not publish any criteria for which FAFSAs are selected for
verification. Despite this, it is widely understood within the financial aid professional community
that students who are eligible for the Pell Grant are the most likely to be selected (Snider & Kerr,
2020).
In a perfect-data world, this dependent variable seemed like a very simple one to gather –
either a student was selected for verification or not. However, in my real-world dataset, I had to
make some decisions about capture the essence of this variable most accurately. There are two
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ways a student is selected for verification: by the federal processor and/or by the institution. It
would be very clear-cut if this were an “either/or” distinction, but within this dataset there were
instances (n = 5) where a record was selected for verification by both the institution and the
federal processor. As a financial aid practitioner, I can explain that this does happen
occasionally. An institution will select a record for verification and will receive verified
documents that require the institution to make a correction to the FAFSA data. Any time a
correction is made to a FAFSA, it is once again subject to the federal processor’s verification
selection process and the FAFSA can then also be selected by the federal processor. This
explains the students (n = 5) in this dataset that were both institutionally and federal selected for
verification.
At the time I realized this, I analyzed the frequency with which this occurred and decided
that relative to the overall number of students selected for verification out of the dataset (n =
1484) the number of institutionally selected records (n = 14) included (n = 5) that were also
selected by the federal processor, leaving (n = 11) records selected by the institution alone. It was
at this point, and primarily because the number was small in comparison to the total, that I
decided to include the institutionally selected records (n = 11) in the total sample of records
selected for verification (n = 1484). Thus, the overall number of students selected for verification
(n = 1484) in this dataset includes those that were either selected by the federal processor, the
institution, or both.
RQ2 Dependent Variable: Days to Complete Verification. The dependent variable for
RQ2 is numerical and continuous, meaning that the interval between the values are evenly
spaced (interval between days is consistent). As a financial aid practitioner, I have observed that
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the verification process can be incredibly time consuming and frustrating experience for students
(Douglas-Gabriel & Harden, 2021) which can lead to delays in financial aid award offers making
it difficult for some students to factor cost and affordability into their college-going decisionmaking equations (Rosato, 2019). In order to test this observation empirically, I chose the length
of time to complete the verification process as the RQ2 dependent variable.
In order to calculate the actual number of days it takes to complete verification, I needed
to manipulate two data elements into one. This existing original dataset included a data point
indicating the date that a student was mailed their verification letter and also the date upon which
the student completed the verification process. In Microsoft Excel, I was able to subtract these
dates and format the results to indicate the number of days between the date a student was first
mailed the verification letter and the date upon which the verification process was completed.
This process yielded a new data point (Verification Days) representing the number of days it
took the student to complete the verification process.
Independent Variable
For RQ1 and RQ2 the primary independent variable is race. I chose to analyze race as the
main independent variable for RQ1 because I have found little research analyzing the effects of
race within the verification process. Only recently, in a study estimating the effects of
verification on college enrollment, Lee et al. (2021) found that students from Black and Latino
neighborhoods are disproportionately selected for verification. As I mentioned in the Definition
of Terms section of Chapter 1, I have and will continue to use phrases such as “effect” or
“impact” of race. I am in no way implying that a student’s racial identity “causes” inequality; I
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am arguing that the effect of race, or racial inequity is caused by racism and white supremacy
(Bonilla-Silva & Baiocchi, 2008) and discriminatory social processes (Gillborn, 2009).
I am beholden to the existing racial categorization methods previously established by,
collected, and stored, at the focus institution. I will describe the many limitations that I have
uncovered with these categorizations in the limitations section of this chapter. This study’s racial
categories were collected when students self-selected their race on the university’s application
for admission and are as follows: American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, Black or African
American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, Two or More Races,
Unknown, and white.
Preparing the Race Variable for Regression Analysis. The independent variable, race,
is a categorical variable meaning the ordering of the categories is meaningless. My particular
race variable includes eight categories: American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian, Black or
African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, Two or
More Races, Unknown, and white. The data analysis strategies that I employed in this study
typically require the use of continuous, not categorical, variables (Muijs, 2011). Thus, I needed
to prepare the categorical race variables for these regression analyses by using a method to
recode them into a series of dichotomous variables that can then be entered into the regression
model. To do this, each race category, except one, has a 1 value recorded when that particular
racial category was selected by the respondent and a 0 value when it was not (see Table 2).
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Table 2
Re-Coding the Race Variable for Regression Analysis
Race Variable

Re-Coding
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

Am. Indian/AK Native

1

0

0

0

0

0

0

Asian

0

1

0

0

0

0

0

Black/African Am

0

0

1

0

0

0

0

Latino(a)/Chicano(a)

0

0

0

1

0

0

0

Native Haw./Other P.I.

0

0

0

0

1

0

0

Two or More Races

0

0

0

0

0

1

0

Unknown

0

0

0

0

0

0

1

White

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

The one category that is selected to represent the reference variable has all zeroes coded
(Institute for Digital Research & Education, n.d.-a). Any category of the independent variable
can be chosen as the reference variable. Choosing white as the reference variable means that all
other categories of the race variable are compared to the white reference group. As a critical
quantitative researcher doing a study grounded in CRT and CWS, I felt compelled to think
critically about the implications of this practice. I hesitated to just choose white as the reference
variable without questioning and challenging my reasons for doing so. I considered how
choosing white as the reference variable serves to normalize whiteness (Cabrera et al., 2017;
(Matias et al., 2014). I thought about my research questions and how I would like to interpret the
findings. In my literature review, I cited prior research to show racial inequities and disparities
within higher education (Thelin, 2011; Wilder, 2013), financial aid (Dynarski, 2015; Oluo,
2020), and the verification process (Oster et al., 2020). These studies used white students as the
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reference group in order to report their findings. Additionally, to avoid errors in syntax with
SPSS, it is recommended to let the statistical software re-code the variables automatically,
instead of doing it manually (Institute for Digital Research and Education, n.d.-a). When I let
SPSS 25.0 choose the reference group, it chose the last category listed alphabetically – which
happened to be the white category. I concluded that using white as the reference variable would
give me the information that I needed in order to answer my research questions, however; I am
cognizant that this decision ultimately serves to further normalize whiteness.
In choosing race as an independent variable, I take seriously Bensimon’s (2007) criticism
that “[a]lthough most studies nowadays include race and ethnicity as an independent variable,
there continues to be little recognition of the racialized existence of minority students” (p. 450).
By studying the verification process through a critical race lens, I aimed to recognize the role
that race and racism play within this process. Ross et al. (2020) are also concerned about
researchers using race and ethnicity as quantitative variables and present recommendations for
researchers to ensure they are using these variables in the proper context. Among the
recommendations are to “use race and ethnicity to represent social experiences, not biological
facts,” “follow evidence-based practices to describe and collapse individual-level race and
ethnicity data,” “align statistical analysis with the study’s conceptualization and
operationalization of race and ethnicity,” and “provide thorough interpretation of results beyond
simple reporting of statistical significance” (Ross et al., 2020, p. 318). I adopted these
recommendations throughout my study design and analysis in order to mitigate these concerns.
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Data Cleaning and Exclusions
Before running any data analysis, I looked for confusing, missing, or incomplete data
within the dataset (Grace-Martin, n.d.-a). The dataset that I originally requested included
graduate students and students who were considered “non-degree” seeking. I chose to eliminate
these population groups from the dataset for the following reasons. “Non-degree” seeking
students are not eligible for federal financial aid, although they may have filed a FAFSA and
been selected for verification. Graduate students are eligible for federal financial aid but are not
eligible for the Pell grant. I know from previous research that Pell grant eligible students are
most commonly selected for verification (Snider & Kerr, 2020). Because graduate students are
not eligible for Pell grant, they are disproportionately less likely to be selected for verification
and therefore I have excluded them from this analysis.
Analytic Strategies
In this section I will describe the data analysis methods that I used to answer my research
questions. I used SPSS 25.0 to run two inferential analytical analyses for this study. I used a
logistic regression analysis to answer the first research question and an ANOVA to answer the
second research question. I will explain my justification and reasoning for choosing these
particular analytical strategies below. I will also provide an overview of the assumptions that
needed to be met for both logistic regression and ANOVA.
Research Question 1 (RQ1): How Does Race Predict the Likelihood a Student is
Selected for Verification When Compared to all Enrolled Undergraduate FAFSA Filers?
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Chi-Square. To find out whether any of these observed differences in this study’s sample
can be attributed to the larger population, I needed to calculate the significance or probability
value (Muijs, 2011) using a chi-square test of independence to determine the probability that the
differences found are due to chance sample fluctuations. I first needed to verify that the
conditions for using the chi-square test are met. These conditions are both of the variables must
be nominal, no more than twenty percent of the cells can have an expected value less than 5, and
no cell should have an expected value less than 1 (Muijs, 2011). When analyzing the expected
values, I noticed that the expected value that Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander is not
selected for verification is less than 1. To be certain the test results are valid, I took the additional
step of merging the Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander category in with the Asian category
and I will discuss the implications of doing so in Chapter 4.
Phi: Measure of Effect Size. The chi-square test alone does not identify the strength of
the relationship between being selected for verification and race. Phi is the strength of the
relationship, or “effect size” and is calculated “by taking the square root of the calculated value
of chi square divided by the overall sample size” (Muijs, 2011, p. 109). I used SPSS 25.0 to
calculate the effect size for the chi square test and report the results in Chapter 4.
Logistic Regression. I performed a logistic regression with SPSS 25.0 to see how the
independent variable, race, predicted the probability of a student being selected for verification.
Logistic regressions are used when we want to explain nominal (binary) dependent variables
(Muijs, 2011). I wanted to understand the probability of a student getting selected for verification
given their race. More specifically, I was interested in better understanding if students were more
likely to be selected for verification if they self-reported a race other than white.
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Assumptions for Logistic Regression. Before I ran the logistic regression analysis, I
made sure that this data passed the assumption tests necessary to ensure a valid result (Laerd
Statistics, n.d.-a). These assumptions were: a binary dependent variable, one or more
independent variable, independent observations, no multicollinearity, and large enough sample
sizes. The response options for the dependent variable in RQ1 only has two values; “yes” equals
the student is selected for verification and “no” means the student is not selected for verification.
A logistic regression model of analysis is an acceptable analysis strategy to answer a research
question with a nominal (binary) dependent variable (Cabrera, 1994; Muijs, 2011). Next, I
needed to ensure that the observations are not dependent on each other. I satisfied this
assumption by verifying that there can only be one student record per group – no student record
can appear in more than one group of this dataset. This assumption is further satisfied by the
knowledge that the focus institution’s student information system (SIS) does not contain
duplicate records and therefore none of the observations in the dataset that I used for this study
are duplicates. The third assumption is that there is no multicollinearity among independent
variables. This study has one independent variable, race, with eight racial categories. To test for
collinearity, I employed a linear regression in SPSS 25.0 and requested the collinearity statistics
of Tolerance and Variance Inflation Factors (VIF) (see Table 3). All VIF values were
approaching 1 which indicate the absence of multicollinearity.
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Table 3
Variance Inflation Factors for Independent Variable Racial Categories
Independent
Variable

Tolerance

Variance Inflation
Factor (VIF)

Am. Indian/AK Native

.999

1.001

Asian

.975

1.026

Black/African Am

.968

1.034

Latino(a)/Chicano(a)

.980

1.021

1.000

1.000

Two or More Races

.985

1.015

Unknown

.998

1.002

Race

Native Haw./Other P.I.

Finally, I ensured the sample size is large enough by paying close attention to the
expected probability of the least frequent outcome for each independent variable and making
sure there are at least 10 cases in my model (Complete Dissertation, n.d.).
Model for Logistic Regression. The formula for the logistic regression is
̂
Y = log

𝑝
= 𝑏0 + 𝑏1 𝑥1 + 𝑏2 𝑥2 + 𝑏3 𝑥3 + 𝑏4 𝑥4 + 𝑏5 𝑥5 + 𝑏6 𝑥6 + 𝑏7 𝑥7
1−𝑝

where 𝑝 is the probability of being selected for verification or the probability that 𝑌 = 1.
Log p/(1 − p) is a predictor of whether being selected for verification is likely to occur based on
the combined values of race as the independent variable (Muijs, 2011). The independent variable
of race is represented by 𝑥1, 𝑥2 , 𝑥3 , 𝑥4 , 𝑥5 , 𝑥6 , 𝑥7 which were re-coded into the format
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necessary to be read by the regression model (see Table 2). The regression coefficients are
represented by 𝑏0 , 𝑏1 , 𝑏2 , 𝑏 3 , 𝑏4 , 𝑏5 , 𝑏6 , 𝑏 7 .
Research Question 2 (RQ2): How does race predict the time it takes to complete the federal
financial aid verification process for students enrolled in the fall 2019 semester?
I had originally proposed to analyze this research question using a multiple linear
regression (MLR). However, after further research I realized that an MLR is really designed for
multiple independent variables and this study only has 1 independent variable, with 8 categories
or levels. In researching the characteristics of ANOVA and MLR, I better understood that
ANOVAs and regressions are closely related (Rutherford, 2000) and since this study just has a
single categorical independent variable, ANOVA and MLR would tell me the same information,
but just in different ways (Grace-Martin, n.d.-b). In Chapter 5, I will discuss my
recommendations on how MLR analysis could be used for future research. To answer the RQ2, I
used SPSS 25.0 to perform an ANOVA.
ANOVA. ANOVAs are commonly used to look at the “effects of the cause” (Punch &
Oancea, 2014, p. 310) by examining whether or not the variance in means between groups is
larger than the variance in means within groups. I performed a univariate ANOVA analytical
strategy to compare the eight racial category groups (American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian,
Black or African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, Two
or More Races, Unknown, and white) on the dependent variable (the number of days it takes to
complete verification). If the variance between any of the racial categorical groups was greater
than the variance within each respective group, then the model would show that the racial groups
differ significantly on the number of days it takes to complete verification. By comparing the

90
variance between and within groups I am able to conclude whether or not the groups
significantly differ (Punch & Oancea, 2014).
Assumptions for ANOVA. Before I could run the analysis using an ANOVA, I needed to
ensure that the data passed the assumptions required to give a valid result (Laerd Statistics, n.d.b). The first assumption is that the dependent variable is continuous and measured in equal
intervals. This variable is time, measured in days, and therefore passes the first assumption. The
second assumption is that the independent variable has two or more independent groups. The
independent variable is race and contains eight categories or levels. Independence of
observations is the third assumption which means that the study is designed in a way where a
participant can only be in one category, cannot appear more than once in the data. This
assumption is satisfied because every student record was unique, there were no duplicates and no
student appeared more than once in the data. The fourth assumption is that there are no
significant outliers. I have reviewed the data points for the dependent variable and determined
there are no significant outliers that impact the overall data analysis, which the boxplot confirms
(see Figure 1).
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Figure 1
Boxplot Showing Outliers in Verification Days

The fifth assumption is that the dependent variable is approximately normally distributed
for each category of the independent variable. I have first analyzed the dependent variable for
normality without separating out the different categories of independent variable, just looking at
the dependent variable as a whole. I used SPSS 25.0 to create a histogram (see Figure 2) and PP
plot (see Figure 3) that I reviewed and determined the distribution of the number of days it takes
to complete verification is not normal. In reviewing a histogram of the data (see Figure 2), I
confirmed the data is positively skewed (skewness = 1.533, kurtosis = 2.188) which indicated
that within the range of days it takes students to complete verification (range = 0 to 462) more
students are completing verification in the first 100 days.
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Figure 2
Histogram of Verification Days

Figure 3
P-P Plot of Verification Days
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Then I tested the normality of the dependent variable at each level of the independent variable
using the Split File function in SPSS which confirmed the non-normality of distribution at each
level of the independent variable. Because of the non-normal distribution of the data, I needed to
decide how to proceed. Steinberg (2011) indicated that violation of the normality assumption is
allowed if the sample size is adequate, which indicated that I should proceed with the analysis.
However, the last assumption that needs to be met for an ANOVA is homogeneity of variance
and to see if each racial category has the same variance. I used SPSS to calculate Levene’s test
and determined that Levene’s test was significant (F(6,1476) = 4.920, p = .000) which means
that there are significant differences in the variances of the racial categories on the dependent
variable. The results of an ANOVA, when the homogeneity of variances assumption is not met,
cannot be trusted. Because the distribution of the dependent variable was not normal and the
differences in the variances of the groups was significant, I decided to transform the dependent
variable into a more normal distribution in order to satisfy the assumptions for the ANOVA.
Transforming Dependent Variable. In order to continue with the parametric statistical
analysis ANOVA, I transformed the dependent variable data into a more normal distribution
using a log function (Lg10) in SPSS which generated a new dependent variable name
(Verificationdays_Log). Before running the log transformation, I made sure there were no
negative values, no zeros and the distribution is positively skewed. The histogram and PP Plots
of the transformed variable now show a relatively normal distribution of the data (see Figure 4
and Figure 5).
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Figure 4
Histogram Showing Log Transformation of Verification Days Variable

Figure 5
P-P Plot of Log Transformed Verification Days Variable
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With the transformed dependent variable Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance indicated
that there was no significant differences in the variation between the racial categories F(6,1476)
= 1.998, p = .063). The transformation of the dependent variable allowed for the assumption of
homogeneity to be met as well.
In this section, I provided an overview of the statistical analysis models and methods I
used to answer the research questions for this study. I outlined all of the assumptions for each
statistical analysis, how I tested for the assumptions, and how ultimately each assumption was
met before proceeding with the analysis for this study.
Validity
Validity in quantitative research is largely concerned with ensuring that what we are
measuring is what we want to measure (Muijs, 2011). The data that I analyzed for this study was
collected through the focus institution’s university admissions and financial aid processes and
stored in their student information system (SIS). The race data was self-reported, meaning
students selected their race information on the institution’s application for admission. For the
self-reported data, there is always the possibility that this data was misreported, or an error was
made at the time it was entered. Earlier in this chapter I have reported on missing and incomplete
data, data cleaning and preparation, and the steps I took to ensure transparency during these
processes (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018). The verification selection data and the data needed to
compute the time in days it took students to complete verification was obtained through the focus
institution’s Student Information System (SIS).
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Assumptions
For the purposes of this study, I assumed that the student self-reported demographic data
is valid and true. I do not have any reason to believe this data is not an accurate reflection of the
students’ self-disclosed racial identities. I trust the data collection system collected and stored the
information exactly as it was reported by the student during the admissions and financial aid
application processes. I did not take any extra steps to ensure that errors were not made when
students initially reported this data.
Another assumption in this study is that the financial aid processing times in the financial
aid office are consistent from day-to-day, month-to-month. The financial aid office, like any
office that processes information must accommodate employee holidays, vacation, sick requests,
and has busier processing times some weeks versus others. For example, the start of semesters
and months of July and August are extremely high workload times for financial aid offices.
Therefore, the verification processing time may slow down, and this is not a reflection of the
student’s efforts, but it a reality of the workload in the office. This assumption and limitation is
minimized because the processing for all student files will slow down during these busier
processing times.
Researcher Positionality
For the past nine years I have held professional positions in the financial aid field at two
different universities in the Midwest. I currently work as an Associate Director of Financial Aid
at a mid-sized, public, Midwestern state university. From my professional experience, I have
observed that financial aid offices tend to operate within a positivist culture. Rules and
regulations are plentiful and the daily verification procedures reinforce a belief that the truth can
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be known or can be found and documented. It is not simply a belief that the truth can be found,
but more of an imperative to find the truth because mistakes or negative audit findings could
jeopardize the institution’s eligibility to distribute federal Title IV aid, which would financially
debilitate most colleges and universities. In my experience, this reality has created a culture of
rigidity that leans more toward enforcing rules – sometimes blaming students when they are
unable to produce documentation or understand processes – and less toward an ethic of care in
helping students qualify for financial aid. I find myself at odds with this positivist culture and out
of place in this rigid environment. I therefore sought to conduct a research study that did not
assume it.
Although I have chosen a descriptive correlational critical quantitative research method
for this study, my epistemological leanings are not aligned with the positivist or post-positivist
traditions assumed with traditional quantitative research. Personally, and as a researcher, I do not
agree that quantitative research can be completely objective or that researchers can remain
neutral (Stovall, 2016). I have found a middle ground within the QuantCrit methodological
framework as it seems to reject traditional quantitative epistemologies of (post)positivism in
favor of a critical worldview. QuantCrit allowed me to interrogate previously taken-for-granted
quantitative norms in data collection and analysis to highlight inequitable systems and structures.
I am aware there are those critical of whether quantitative research can be truly critical (Pasque
et al., 2011). However, I believe, as Sprague (2005) does, that these criticisms are less about
quantitative research itself not aligning with critical thought and more about questioning the
(post)positivist assumptions that have traditionally accompanied quantitative research.
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As a white, cis-gender, educated, upper-middle class woman, I recognize that I have
benefitted and continue to benefit from systems and structures designed to privilege and
empower me and others with majority identities. I believe that it is my responsibility to resist
oppression in all its forms as a part of my scholarship while simultaneously resisting centering
my own dominant identities. I have been reflexive in understanding how to ethically proceed
with quantitative research while simultaneously attending to my critical epistemological
leanings. I have carefully considered my use of Critical Race Theory (CRT) in this study. As a
white person, I do not consider myself a critical race theorist or practitioner, as I believe that
CRT was ultimately developed by and for BIPOC to better understand, resist, and ultimately
become liberated from systems of racial oppression (Bell, 1995). However, as a critical
practitioner-scholar, interested in examining race and racism in higher education, I have utilized
CRT to inform how I think about race and racism in both my personal and professional life and
as a method and lens for studying racism and analyzing inequities in higher education systems
and structures.
I am also aware that even my writing these worldviews and beliefs in the positionality
section is somewhat unconventional for quantitative research studies (Strunk & Hoover, 2019).
However, I believe that as quantitative researchers we should be more autobiographical and
reflexive in order to know “the extent to which the work is a rigorous test of a theory or
hypothesis and achieves its objective and how this fit into the overall work of these researchers
in their long-term goals to improve education or shift its purpose” (Carter & Hurtado, 2007, p.
26). I want my motivations for conducting this research study to be clear. I believe that all
institutions and policies in the United States are rooted in oppressive structures meant to hold up
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and keep in power those members of a white supremacist cisheteropatriarchy – and that these
systems are, regrettably, “work[ing] according to design” (Oluo, 2020, p. 3). In this study, I
aimed to conduct research that will ultimately improve practice, inform policy, and create more
equitable outcomes for students applying for federal financial aid programs.
Limitations
There are several limitations concerning the data that I gathered and analyzed for this
study. A critical quantitative design allowed me as the researcher to critically question
assumptions built into the existing data sets (Garcia et al., 2018; Gillborn et al., 2017). There are
many limitations with regard to the race variable and the pre-determined racial categories. First,
the dataset came to me with “Latino(a)/Chicano(a),” as the exact description of one of the racial
categories. I immediately considered this odd as typically a question regarding Hispanic or
Latino social identity is separate from the race or ethnic background category. I knew that the
race/ethnicity information is gathered on the admissions application at the focus institution so in
order to investigate this further I started an application for admission to see how the questions on
the application were asked. I found out that on the application for admission, there are two
separate questions. One asks, “Are you Hispanic or Latino” (yes/no) and the other asks the
applicant “Race or Ethnic Background (please select all that apply)” (American Indian or Alaska
Native/Asian/Black or African American/Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander/white). If
the two questions are separate on the admissions application, then I wondered why they came
together in the same column when I received the dataset. I reached out to the data person in
institutional research at the focus institution with whom I had been working to request the
original dataset. They responded that although the Hispanic or Latino question is separate from
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the racial category questions on the admissions application, they are not reported as such due to
IPEDS requirements for reporting. If a student answers yes to the Hispanic or Latino question,
their answer to following racial category question is ignored and they are designated as Hispanic
or Latino (personal communication, T. Preston, July 29, 2021). Including the
Latino(a)/Chicano(a) option as a racial category in this study is potentially controversial and yet
is something that I cannot change about this dataset. Leaving it out or expunging it from the
analysis also seems an inadequate and potentially problematic option. The terms “Hispanic” and
“Latino” have become racialized categories in the United States and are often equated to
meaning that someone is “non-white” (Ogata-Aguilar, 2021). In the context of this dataset, with
such little information and no way to critically interrogate it, I cannot know the specific
community to which each respondent belongs and therefore have risked making them invisible.
Because it is widely accepted that the terms “Hispanic” and “Latino” are not a race, ethnicity, or
nationality (Salinas, 2020) it is a potentially problematic limitation to include them under the
race variable in this dataset. However, in defense of this categorization, there are increasingly
indications that some people would prefer to identify racially as Hispanic or Latino/a/x (Marisol
Meraji et al., 2021).
Secondly, “Two or More Races” was not an option listed for students to choose when
selecting their racial identity on the admissions application. If a student were to select more than
one box under the race or ethnic background question, they were automatically given the “Two
or More Races” designation in the data collection and coding process. This method of collecting
data is problematic. It erases the students’ chosen answers, the way they personally identify
racially, for the sole convenience of assembling their racial identity into something the Student
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Information System (SIS) can more easily code and handle. Additionally, the focus institution
has substantial Somali and Hmong student populations; however, the race and ethnicity
categories do not include Somali or Hmong as possible choices when the data is gathered. I am
unable to find a way to reconcile this issue because I cannot go back and re-collect the data. I
acknowledge that both the combining of two or more selected races and the lack of appropriate
racial categorizations from which to choose are limitations to this study. I understand that when
racial categories are not expansive enough or are combined together in data analysis, the
variation can be lost (Strunk & Hoover, 2019). I also acknowledge that “asking participants to
select identity categories with which they do not identify can, in and of itself, be oppressive”
(Strunk & Hoover, 2019, p. 195).
A third limitation with regard to the racial categories is the small sample sizes of
American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander, and Unknown. The
erasure and systematic exclusion of marginalized groups because of small sample sizes is a
legitimate challenge to critical quantitative inquiry (Tabron, 2019). I am committed to finding
solutions to challenge this critique; however, I cannot go back and re-collect the data. I
acknowledge that the inability to collect this nuanced, accurate, and specific racial identity
information makes true racial disaggregation impossible and runs the risk of hiding the very
racial inequities that I seek to interrogate within this study.
A fourth limitation with regard to the racial categories is the category “Asian” is very
broad and does not encompass the distinctions within this population (Nakanishi, 1995). The
original data collection process did not include any sub-categories with which the respondent
could use to make a more appropriate choice that specifically described their racial identity. This
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lack of discernment within the Asian category portrays this categorization as a monolith which is
problematic as it erases and makes invisible the separate groups within this category (Teranishi,
2007).
Another limitation of this study is that the data sets “have been collected for different
purposes than our research, and possibly with different definitions of key concepts” (Muijs,
2011, p. 53). At some point, there were decisions made about how data was going to be collected
at the institutional level at the focus institution. This equity study was not the reason this data
was collected. I admit that the data is imperfect for use in this study, especially as it pertains to
my ability to disaggregate the data in a meaningful way that will advance equity-minded
scholarship to interrogate equity gaps.
Conclusion
This descriptive correlational critical quantitative study was focused on the effect of race
on the likelihood a student is selected for, and the time it takes for students to complete, the
federal financial aid verification process at a public, 4-year, state University in the Midwest. In
this chapter I discussed my data collection and analysis strategies, efforts to ensure and potential
threats to validity, my researcher positionality as it relates to this study, and this study’s
limitations. The purpose of this study was to conduct a racial equity analysis of existing
institutional data to determine if race has any significant effect on the likelihood students are
selected for verification or the amount of time it takes for students to complete the verification
process. I chose to study these outcomes in order to illuminate systemic racial inequities within
the federal and institutional verification processes. I hoped that identifying inequities would help
to highlight the oppressive structure of the verification process and provide context to move
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forward policy and practice-based conversations about how to attend to and eradicate these
inequities.
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Chapter 4: Results
Neither the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) nor the federal
verification process collects information on the aid applicant’s race (DeRuy, 2016). Not
collecting racial demographic information on the FAFSA perpetuates a narrative that the FAFSA
is race-neutral and that all applicants are treated equally regardless of their race (Hypolite &
Tichavakunda, 2019). A race-neutral argument implies that by ignoring race, the FAFSA
systems and structures are ensuring equal treatment of all FAFSA applicants. In reality, Gillborn
(2009) argued that notions of race neutrality “masquerade as fair and just but, because of the
uneven playing field of contemporary racist society, actually function to ensure the continuation
of race inequality” (p. 126). In their research on equity-based practices in higher education,
McNair et al. (2020) found that equitable outcomes are not reached by ignoring race or touting
race-neutral practices. Ignoring race and racism in research and practice serves to perpetuate
systemic oppressions, not alleviate them. Because the federal financial aid processes have never
collected information on race, the interplay between race, racism, and the federal financial aid
processes are under-studied.
At the federal level, financial aid systems are established and often take Congress or the
U. S. Department of Education to make changes. If race and racism are ignored, then equitybased practices and policy changes will not be pursued. At the college level, financial aid
administrators who are tasked with disbursing federal financial aid funds may not be aware of
race-based inequities existing within the process and therefore are certainly not adjusting their
policies and practices to achieve more equitable outcomes. I designed this research study to
address this gap in the literature. Conceptually, this study is situated within Critical Race Theory
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(CRT) and Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS). To analyze the results of this study I used a
critical quantitative methodological approach (Gillborn et al., 2017) and interrogated the existing
structure of federal financial aid verification in order to uncover race-based inequities built
within it.
I conducted a descriptive, correlational, critical quantitative study by analyzing existing
institutional data of FAFSA applicants who were enrolled in the fall of 2019 at a mid-sized, 4year, public university in the Midwest. I intended to answer the following research questions:
•

Research Question 1 (RQ1): How does race predict the likelihood that a student is
selected for verification when compared to all enrolled undergraduate FAFSA filers?

•

Research Question 2(RQ2): How does race predict the time it takes to complete the
federal financial aid verification process?

To answer these questions, I studied institutional demographic and financial data that included
self-reported race, verification selection status, and the time it takes in days for students to
complete the verification process. My main research agenda was to determine if race has any
significant effect in predicting whether or not a student is selected for verification or the time it
takes for students to complete the verification process. I used IBM SPSS Statistics version 25.0
(SPSS 25.0) to analyze the data.
Below I will report the descriptive and inferential statistical analyses and results
organized by research question. I analyzed an existing dataset that included the following data
points: verification selection status, time it took to complete verification process, and selfreported race. The statistics below include my analyses on a sample of FAFSA filers who were
enrolled in at least one credit at the focus institution in the fall of 2019 (N = 5130) and also
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describe a sub-sample of records that were selected for the verification process (n = 1484). I ran
a combination of frequency distributions, measures of central tendency, and measures of spread
(Muijs, 2011) to provide a context for the analysis of the impact of the independent variable
(race) on both of the dependent variables (selected for verification and amount of time it takes to
complete verification).
Research Question 1
How does race predict the likelihood a student is selected for verification when compared
to all enrolled undergraduate FAFSA filers?
To answer the first research question, I used a combination of descriptive and inferential
statistics, the results of which I will report below.
Descriptive Statistics
In this sample of students (N = 5130), students are selected for verification at a rate of
28.9% which is higher than the 22% target rate that the U. S. Department of Education advertises
as their current goal rate of verification selection. Table 4 indicates the racial demographics of
the entire sample of FAFSA filers enrolled in at least one credit in fall 2019 compared with
FAFSA filers selected for verification and shows that Asian, Black/African American,
Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and students indicating Two or More Races were all selected for
verification at rates higher than their proportion in the overall sample. Asian students represented
7.6% of the sample, but 10.5% of those selected for verification. Black/African American
students represented 12.9% of the sample, but 21.2% of those selected for verification.
Latino(a)/Chicano(a) students represented 5.7% of the sample, but 7.5% of those selected for
verification. And this disparity continued for students reporting Two or More Races where they
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made up 3.9% of the sample, but 4.7% of the students selected for verification. Meanwhile,
white students represented 69% of the total sample and yet only 55.3% of those selected for
verification.
Table 4
Comparing Race as Percentage of Sample versus Percentage Selected for Verification
Demographics

Total
Population
(N)

%

Selected for
Verification
(n)

%

Race
Am. Indian/AK Native

11

0.2

3

0.2

Asian

392

7.6

156

10.5

Black/African Am

662

12.9

315

21.2

Latino(a)/Chicano(a)

293

5.7

111

7.5

2

0.0

1

0.0

199

3.9

69

4.7

24

0.5

9

0.6

White

3547

69.1

820

55.3

Total

5130

99.9

1484

100

Native Haw./Other P.I.
Two or More Races
Unknown

Note. N = 5130, n = 1484.
Cross-Tabulations. These simple frequency counts showing the number of cases that fall
into each combination of categories are helpful in determining some differences in the data at a
glance, but they do not indicate whether or how these variables are related. Thus, I utilized
exploratory bivariate analysis to calculate a cross-tabulation with expected values to better
understand the relationship between race and being selected for verification (see Table 5). If
there was no relationship between being selected for verification and race, I would expect to see
the distribution of whether a student was selected for verification or not within the racial
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categories to be about the same as in the sample as a whole (Muijs, 2011). Instead, the expected
values of Asian, Black or African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and Two or More races are
not the same as the sample as a whole which preliminarily indicated there is some relationship
between these racial categories and being selected for verification.
Table 5
Cross-Tabulation of Verification Selection and Race
Not Selected
Count

Expected

Selected
Count

Expected

Total

Race
Am. Indian/AK Native

8

7.8

3

3.2

11

Asian

236

278.6

156

113.4

392

Black/African Am

347

470.5

315

191.5

662

Latino(a)/Chicano(a)

182

208.2

111

84.8

293

1

1.4

1

.6

2

130

141.4

69

57.6

199

15

17.1

9

6.9

24

White

2727

2520.9

820

1026.1

3547

Total

3646

3646

1484

1484

5130

Native Haw./Other P.I.
Two or More Races
Unknown

Inferential Statistics
Chi-Square. To better understand if these observed differences are simply a result of this
particular sample, rather than one in the larger population of FAFSA filers nation-wide, I
employed a chi-square test to determine the significance level and probability value (Muijs,
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2011). As I described in Chapter 3, one of the chi-square assumptions was not met which
required that I combine the Native American/Pacific Islander results with another category; I
chose Asian. I ran the chi-square both ways to test if the violation of the assumption made any
difference in the overall significance of the test, and it did not. The results both ways indicated
that a significant difference was found in the likelihood a student was selected for verification by
their self-reported race (chi-square = 208.740, df = 7, p = .000).
Phi: Measure of Effect Size. The results of the chi-square test indicated that overall
these differences are statistically significant (p ≤ .05). To understand how strong the relationship
between race and the likelihood of being selected for verification is I examined the effect size for
the chi-square test, also known as Phi. In accordance with the cut-offs suggested by Muijs
(2011), the strength of the relationship between race and being selected for verification is modest
(Phi = .202).
Logistic Regression. I performed a binary logistic regression to understand the predicted
probability of a student being selected for verification given their self-reported race. The formula
for the logistic regression is
̂
Y = log

𝑝
= 𝑏0 + 𝑏1 𝑥1 + 𝑏2 𝑥2 + 𝑏3 𝑥3 + 𝑏4 𝑥4 + 𝑏5 𝑥5 + 𝑏6 𝑥6 + 𝑏7 𝑥7
1−𝑝

Where 𝑝 is the probability of being selected for verification or the probability that 𝑌 = 1.
Log p/(1 − p) is a predictor of whether being selected for verification is likely to occur based on
the combined values of race as the independent variable (Muijs, 2011). The independent variable
of race is represented by 𝑥1, 𝑥2 , 𝑥3 , 𝑥4 , 𝑥5 , 𝑥6 , 𝑥7 which were re-coded into the format
necessary to be read by the regression model. The regression coefficients are represented by 𝑏0 ,
𝑏1 , 𝑏 2 , 𝑏 3 , 𝑏 4 , 𝑏 5 , 𝑏 6 , 𝑏 7 .
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The Omnibus Tests of Model Coefficients output table showed the results of a chi-square
test to determine whether or not race has a statistically significant relationship with being
selected for verification. Overall, the model is statistically significant (p = .000, p ≤ .05). The
results of the binary logistic regression analysis can be found in Table 6. The race categories of
Asian, Black or African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and Two or More Races are all
indicated as statistically significant predictors of being selected for verification (p = .000, p ≤
.05). In this model, the racial category of white was selected as the reference variable.
Table 6
Race as a Predictor of Likelihood of Being Selected for Verification
95% CI for Exp(B)
B

S.E.

Race

Df

Sig.

7

.000*

Exp(B)

LB

UB

Am. Indian/AK Native

.221

.678

1

.745

1.247

.330

4.712

Asian

.788

.111

1

.000*

2.198

1.770

2.730

1.105

.087

1

.000*

3.019

2.544

3.583

.707

.127

1

.000*

2.028

1.582

2.601

1.202

1.415

1

.396

3.326

.208

53.227

Two or More Races

.568

.154

1

.000*

1.765

1.305

2.388

Unknown

.691

.154

1

.103

1.995

.870

4.576

-1.202

.040

1

.000*

.301

Black/African Am
Latino(a)/Chicano(a)
Native Haw./Other P.I.

White (Constant)

Note. *p < .05, CI = confidence interval; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound.
Because the p-values of Asian, Black or African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and
Two or More Races all indicated statistical significance (p = .000, p ≤ .05), I am able to use the
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odds-ratio information provided in the Exp(B) column to show that the odds of Asian, Black or
African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and students self-reporting Two or More Races being
selected for verification are higher than white students’ odds of being selected for verification.
For example, a student who self-reported a race of Black or African American has odds of being
selected for verification that are 3.019 the odds of a student who self-reported white as their race.
This means that Asian, Black or African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and students selfreporting Two or More Races are all more likely to be selected for verification than white
students. Using the confidence intervals (CI), I am able to extend this analysis from this sample,
out to the population, and determine that with 95% confidence all Black or African American
FAFSA filers have odds of being selected for verification that are 2.544 to 3.583 the odds of
white students (95% CI [2.544, 3.583]). Likewise, the data showed that Asian student FAFSA
filers have odds of being selected for verification that are 1.770 to 2.730 the odds of white
students, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), students have odds of being selected for verification that are
1.582 to 2.601 the odds of white students, and students indicating Two or More Races have odds
of being selected for verification 1.305 to 2.388 the odds of white students.
Measuring Overall Goodness of Fit
To measure the overall fit of my model--how well race and the other independent
variables predicts being selected for verification--I used the Cox and Snell R Square as a pseudoR-square test which allowed me to see how many of the predictions were correct and thus can be
used to judge how well the model fits (Muijs, 2011). I interpreted the pseudo-R-square with great
caution because in a logistic regression there is no equivalent to an R-square like we find in an
Ordinary Least Squares regression; it does not explain a percentage of the variance of the
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dependent variable that is explained by the independent variable (Institute for Digital Research &
Education, n.d.-b). Instead, it explains that any value closer to 1 indicates that the model is a
good fit (R² = .038). I was also cautious in this interpretation as well because this test is not
accounting for the impact of racism. Using the standards outlined by Muijs (2011), the pseudoR-square test indicates that this model demonstrates a poor improvement in fit when comparing
this model with a model with no predictors. These results indicate that although the independent
variable of race is a significant factor in the model overall, there are likely factors other than race
that are also impacting whether or not a student is selected for verification.
Research Question 2
How Does Race Predict the Time it Takes to Complete the Federal Financial Aid
Verification Process?
To answer the second research question, I used a combination of descriptive and
inferential statistics, the results of which I will report below. The analysis of this research
question is focused on the dependent variable which is the length of time in days that it takes
students to complete the verification process. Thus, it is focused on the sub-sample of students
that have been selected for verification (n = 1,484).
Descriptive Statistics
I performed univariate analysis on the dependent variable, the length of time it takes to
complete the verification process (see Table 7). Because the amount of time in days is a
continuous variable, typical frequency distributions such as simple counts are not terribly helpful
in describing this variable because the range of values for this variable is quite large (range: 0462). I have reported measures of central tendency in Table 7.

113
Table 7
Means and Standard Deviations of Days it takes to Complete Verification by Race
Race Variable

M

SD

95% CI for M
LB

UB

Am. Indian/AK Native

77.0

81.96

-126.59

280.59

Asian

98.41

85.29

84.92

111.90

Black/African Am

89.79

82.30

80.67

98.92

Latino(a)/Chicano(a)

81.77

76.74

67.34

96.21

Two or More Races

87.87

83.63

67.78

107.96

Unknown

43.33

27.95

21.84

64.82

White

70.39

71.86

65.46

75.31

Total

78.97

77.06

75.05

82.90

Note: n = 1484; CI = confidence interval; LB = lower bound; UB = upper bound.
In terms of time in days, the measures of central tendency show some differences
between the mean, median, and mode. Overall, the mean indicates it takes students, on average,
79 days to complete verification, however; the median number of days it takes to complete
verification is 50.5. In terms of spread (SD = 77.06) for a large sample such as this one, I know
that 68% of records should fall within 1 and 156 days to complete verification. As I mentioned in
Chapter 3, after review of the histogram, PP Plot, skewness and kurtosis I determined the
distribution of the dependent variable was not normal and used a log transformation function to
transform the variable into a more normal distribution. I have used this transformed variable in
the following ANOVA.
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ANOVA
Originally, I had proposed a multiple linear regression (MLR) analysis to answer this
research question, but I realized that an ANOVA was a more appropriate statistical test because
my research question only had 1 independent variable with multiple categories. An ANOVA is a
powerful statistical test that will show if there are statistic differences in the time it takes to
complete verification between the racial category groups in my sample. Using SPSS 25.0, I
performed an ANOVA to analyze the variance in the means between the 8 racial categories in
my sample and the results indicated that, overall, there were significant differences between the
racial categories and the number of days it took to complete the verification process (F(7,1476) =
3.853, p = .000). Although the model was significant overall, it does not indicate which
categories of the independent variable are different from each other. To do this, I needed to run
post hoc estimation tests. However, in order to perform the post hoc estimation tests, I needed to
ensure that each group had at least two cases. There was only one case of Native Hawaiian/Other
Pacific Islander category and therefore I had to make a decision on how to proceed. Either I
could report the current results, or I could remove the category with fewer than two cases. From
a critical quantitative research standpoint, I wanted to be careful about the implications of
reporting my results while excluding a racial category found in my sample. Ultimately, I decided
to re-run the ANOVA and exclude the Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander racial group in
order to be able to generate the post hoc estimation tests. The overall model was significant,
F(6,1476) = 4.424, p = .000. Because the homogeneity of variances was met, I chose to run
Tukey’s post hoc test. The post hoc test indicated which racial categories are significantly
different from one another. The results of the univariate ANOVA indicated that there were
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significant statistical differences in the number of days it took for both Asian (p = .004) and
Black or African American (p = .001) students to complete the verification process. Selected
results of the multiple comparisons post hoc estimations may be found in Table 8.
Table 8
Post Hoc Estimation Results Showing Difference Between Race Categories
Race Variable

Am. Indian/AK Native*white

n

3

Sig.

1.000

95% CI for M
LB

UB

-.773

.792

Asian*white

156

.004*

.031

.267

Black/African Am*white

315

.001*

.035

.214

Latino(a)/Chicano(a)*white

111

.790

-.071

.203

Two or More Races*white

69

.997

-.136

.204

9

.996

-.549

.358

Unknown*white

Note: R-Squared = .018, * = p > .05, LB = lower bound, UB = upper bound.
The eta squared effect size (ηp2 = 0.018) as interpreted using the guidelines in Muijs
(2011) indicated a weak effect size.
Conclusion
In this chapter I reported the results of this study organized by each research question. I
found that for Asian, Black or African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and students who selfreported Two or More Races did significantly predict whether or not students were selected for
verification. Asian, Black or African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and students indicating
Two or More Races were significantly more likely to be selected for verification than white
students. In terms of the time it takes for students to complete the verification process, I found

116
that Asian and Black or African American students time it takes to complete verification differed
significantly from white students. Asian and Black or African American students are
significantly more likely to take longer to complete verification than white students. In Chapter
5, I will discuss the results of this study in light of the literature, the limitations, the implications
for theory, practice, and policy, and opportunities for future research.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
This study’s purpose was to analyze existing institutional data to better understand how
race predicts the likelihood of being selected for verification and the length of time it takes to
complete the verification process. Previous research has established that racial inequities exist
within financial aid programs and the verification process (Addo & Darity, 2020; Lee et al.,
2021; Welbeck, 2020). Welbeck (2020) found that African American and Latino students take
out loans at higher rates than their white counterparts, Addo and Darity (2020) found that Black
students accumulate more debt and take longer to repay it than white students, and Lee et al.
(2021) found that students from majority Black and Latino neighborhoods are disproportionately
selected for verification. With this research project, I aimed to contribute to existing research by
focusing on racial inequities specifically within the verification process. My findings indicate
that, despite assertions of the race-neutrality of the FAFSA and verification processes, racial
disparities exist in both the likelihood of being selected for verification and the time it takes to
complete this process.
The following discussion chapter is impacted by recent actions by the Department of
Education (ED) concerning the verification process. In an unprecedented decision (DCL ID:
GEN-21-05) issued on July 13, 2021, ED notified the financial aid community of its decision to
halt most verification requirements for the 2021-2022 school year. As reasons for the waiver, ED
officials cited both equity concerns and the burden that verification puts on students and aid
administrators during the Covid-19 global pandemic. This decision by ED signaled that it has the
authority and ability to significantly impact the federal verification policy and process. This
decision also impacts this discussion because the implications of my findings, and subsequent
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changes I am recommending to the verification process, are assuming that verification policy
exists in its pre-July 13 state. If ED were to decide to drastically change the verification
requirements, as they have done for the 2021-2022 FAFSA year, or eliminate verification policy
altogether, then much of the discussion, implications, and recommendations below could become
irrelevant. That said, ED has since issued guidance that verification requirements will resume to
their previous state for the 2022-2023 award year. Thus, this study’s findings and my subsequent
recommendations and implications remain relevant and timely despite the recent upheaval and
subsequent re-institution of the verification requirements.
Discussion of Results
In response to the first research question, the logistic regression revealed that Asian,
Black or African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and students self-reporting Two or More
Races are statistically significantly more likely to be selected for verification than white students.
For these particular racial categories, race does statistically significantly predict the likelihood
that a student is selected for verification. In response to the second research question, the
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) revealed statistically significant differences in the time it takes
Asian and Black or African American students to complete the verification process when
compared to white students. Asian and Black or African American students are likely to take
statistically significantly longer to complete the verification process than white students.
Verification Selection Impacts Access to Higher Education
Researchers have recently found that students from Black and Latino neighborhoods (Lee
et al., 2021) and “racial and ethnic minorities” (Holzman & Hanson, 2020) are disproportionately
more likely to be selected for verification than their white peers. Being selected for verification
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delayed college attendance (Holzman & Hanson, 2020) and often made students feel like they
have done something wrong, like they are being singled-out, or they are in trouble (Hoover,
2017). My analysis of the descriptive statistics of this current study confirm that Asian,
Black/African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and Two or More Races, were all selected for
verification at rates higher than their proportion in the overall sample of FAFSA filers. Asian
students represented 7.6% of the sample, but 10.5% of those selected for verification.
Black/African American students represented 12.9% of the sample, but 21.2% of those selected
for verification. Latino(a)/Chicano(a) students represented 5.7% of the sample, but 7.5% of those
selected for verification. This disparity continued for students reporting Two or More Races
where they made up 3.9% of the sample, but 4.7% of the students selected for verification.
Meanwhile, white students represented 69% of the total sample and yet only 55.3% of those
selected for verification, which confirms that white students move through the financial aid
verification system more easily than other racial groups.
Increasing access to higher education, especially among historically marginalized
populations, is central to the espoused educational equity goals of the U. S. Department of
Education and the Higher Education Act (HEA) (Gilbert & Heller, 2013). And yet, researchers
have shown that being selected for verification is a barrier to accessing higher education (Oster
et al., 2020). Lee et al. (2021) recently found that students selected for verification were 4.9%
less likely to enroll in in college than those students not selected. Since students selected for
verification are less likely to enroll in college (Lee et al., 2021), and Asian, Black or African
American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and students indicating Two or More Races are significantly
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more likely to be selected for verification, then verification selection is disproportionately
negatively impacting access to higher education for these racial groups.
Racialized Organizations
Ray’s (2019a) theory on racialized organizations explained how organizations play a
central role in the reproduction of racial inequity by decoupling an organization’s formal
commitment to equity from their daily policies and practices that reinforce pervasive patterns of
racial inequality. Congress and the U. S. Department of Education (ED) have stated their
commitment to addressing racial and social inequality by equitably disbursing financial aid funds
to students (Jones & Howard Nichols, 2020). But ED also created the verification process, which
has been shown to be a barrier to completing the FAFSA and getting financial aid (Oster et al.,
2020). The findings from this study reveal that the verification selection process, at least for my
focus institution, is racially inequitable – which is seemingly in direct contradiction to ED’s
goals of equity within federal student aid programs. ED must grapple with this contradiction. The
findings from my research focus on just one institution; however, ED should explore ways to
expand this research to include all students selected for verification nationwide. If racial
inequities are found amongst the larger population of students selected for verification
nationally, as my findings would suggest based off the focus institution, then ED has the
responsibility to change the verification selection process so that it is racially equitable. Ray’s
(2019a) theory on racialized organizations suggests that it is ultimately the responsibility of the
institution, in this case ED, to create racially equitable outcomes.
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Consequences of Increased Verification Completion Time
The verification process is a relatively unknown process that occurs after the FAFSA is
filed, but typically before a student is eligible to receive a financial aid award or disbursement.
The verification process can often be overlooked as a barrier to college access and affordability
(Hoover, 2017). Because verification is a relatively unknown process with some substantial
negative implications to students and institutions, the length of time it takes students to complete
verification results of this study are worth discussing. The focus institution of this study had an
overall verification selection rate of 28.9% and a recent conversation with the focus institution’s
financial aid director revealed that roughly 85% of all students file a FAFSA in any given award
year (M. Taylor, personal communication, October 12, 2021). My findings indicate that on
average, it took students at this study’s focus institution 78.97 days to complete the verification
process regardless of their racial identity. Breaking this down by race, Asian (M = 98.41), Black
or African American (M = 89.79), Latino(a) or Chicano(a) (M = 81.77) and students indicating
Two or More Races (M = 87.87) all exceeded an average of 80 days to complete the verification
process. Disaggregating this data by race showed that it takes longer on average, for Black or
African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a) and students indicating Two or More Races, to
complete the verification process. CRT and CWS scholars have highlighted the need to collect
race data, and disaggregate by race in research, in order to investigate and expose racial
inequities (McNair et al., 2020). The FAFSA is a financial aid system built and structured to
ignore, and not collect, the race data of its applicants which underscores a need for CRT and
CWS foundations and teachings embedded within policy-making processes.
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Any process within the getting-ready-for-college-process that takes students on average
almost 80 days to complete should be scrutinized. Researchers have shown that verification
selection has negative impacts on enrollment (Lee et al., 2021) and can delay college attendance
(Holzman & Hanson, 2020). Adam’s story from the vignette in Chapter 1 illustrated how the
timing of the financial aid award can impact the college-going process. Adam started his FAFSA
in early spring of his senior year in high school but due to hurdles and complications with
acquiring the required verification documents, he did not complete verification until summer. By
this time, he had already made many important decisions and commitments as it pertains to
going to college. He had chosen his school, registered for classes, paid a housing deposit and
signed a contract to live on campus, and become acquainted with his new roommate. The
consequences of completing the FAFSA later can mean students may receive less aid
(LaManque, 2009; McKinney & Novak, 2015) and may be less likely to persist in college
(LaManque, 2009). In Adam’s case, because verification delayed his financial aid award, he was
forced to make important decisions, which had financial impacts, without adequate information
about how or if he was going to be able to afford college.
Although the main focus of this study was on race predicting selection and time to
complete verification, the descriptive statistics show that on measures of verification selection
rate and the average time it takes students to complete the verification process, these processes
are obstacles for students. Strategic enrollment managers at colleges and universities across the
country are concerned about student enrollment, barriers to access, and persistence rates at their
respective institutions (Society for College and University Planning, n.d.). This study’s
descriptive statistical findings should interest institutional administrators and leaders as an area
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of potential focus and support when considering student success initiatives on their campuses.
Verification requirements are a barrier to access, persistence, and college completion (Oster et
al., 2020) and policymakers, institutional leaders, and financial aid professionals should work to
decrease and alleviate obstacles to student success.
CRT and CWS Considerations in Verification
This study is theoretically rooted in Critical Race Theory (CRT) and Critical Whiteness
Studies (CWS). At the time I was designing this study, my experience with CRT and CWS was
largely academic. I had read extensively, written some, and discussed these theories and their
tenants with faculty members and classmates as to their relevant applications in higher education.
Early in my research study design process I would talk to friends, peers, and co-workers about
my intention to use CRT/CWS to which many would respond that they are not familiar with
these theories. Now, a year after I designed this study, “Critical Race Theory,” at least those
three words, are now ubiquitous in a national political conversation that says nothing about the
actual theory itself and everything about how race and racism is talked about and taught in public
schools in the United States. The current tension, visceral, and violent opposition to teaching the
truth about American history and its legacy of racism (Williams, 2021) underscores the
continued need for researchers to utilize CRT as a method for analyzing inequities in higher
education systems and structures to focus scholarship on racial justice and equity (Sung &
Coleman, 2019). Below I will discuss the connections that are relevant between my findings and
these theoretical constructs.
CRT posits that racism is central to our everyday life and is systematically embedded into
all structures of American society and culture (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). This tenant was
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critical in the design of this study because it allowed me to assume that racism is embedded
within the current system of financial aid application and verification. I utilized this aspect of the
theory to proceed with an investigation of racial inequities within the verification system. This
study was designed to show systemic inequities and to do this I needed to examine existing data
quantitatively. The QuantCrit methodology provided a critical framework whereby I could
explore racism, by way of using race as a predictor variable, because one of the tenants of
QuantCrit is understanding the “centrality of racism as a complex and deeply rooted aspect of
society that is not readily amenable to quantification” (Gillborn et al., 2017). CRT, combined
with the QuantCrit methodology, allowed me to thread the argument throughout this dissertation
that the racial inequities I found within the verification system are caused not by race, but by
systemic racism and white supremacy built into these systems.
Cabrera et al. (2017) called for more research on the relationship between higher
education policy and Critical Whiteness Studies (CWS) and this study is an effort to contribute
to this gap in the literature. One of the most relevant connections between the results of this
study and CWS is how being disproportionately likely to be selected for verification creates
further burdens students from historically marginalized populations by making it more difficult
to access higher education. As a practitioner, I have observed that a common approach when
working with students selected for verification is to frame the problem of verification in terms of
deficiencies in individual students and their situations. I have witnessed and even participated in
conversations where colleagues frame students’ verification challenges in terms of students’ lack
of effort, misplaced values, and misguided individual choices. Bonilla-Silva’s (2018) concepts of
“color-blind” racism show how this abstract language is used to explain racial matters while
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simultaneously opposing practical approaches to dealing with racial inequality. CRT and CWS
provide the context and foundation to know that the racial inequities uncovered in this
verification study not caused by deficiencies in individual students or their families but are the
result of historic and current systemic racism and white supremacy that is built into U. S. culture
and society. As such, eradicating these inequities requires changing systems steeped in white
supremacy. We can begin by holding these systems accountable by challenging federal policy
makers and elected officials to make changes to existing policies, laws, and practices with an
explicit focus on racial justice.
Lastly, Bell’s (1980) concept of interest convergence theory and Bonilla-Silva’s (2018)
“color-blind” (or as I will call it “color-evasive”) and race-neutral narratives are supported by the
findings in this study. Interest convergence theory posits that white people must clearly calculate
the costs and benefits that an action would have on their own interests before being motivated to
advocate for advancements of Black people (Delgado, 1995). The FAFSA does not collect any
information on race and implies that the process is race-neutral (Hypolite & Tichavakunda,
2019). The harmful results of “color-evasive” and race-neutral policies and practices are
confirmed in my findings because the racial outcomes of the verification process on measures of
rate of selection and the time it takes to complete verification, are racially inequitable. Interest
convergence theory suggests that predominantly white practitioners at a Predominantly White
Institution (PWI), like the focus institution, may seek solutions to these racial inequities in raceneutral ways to also converge or include the interests of white students. However, race-neutral or
“color-evasive” solutions almost always protect white supremacy by sustaining, not eradicating,
inequities (Bonilla-Silva, 2018). In order to eradicate race-based inequities within the
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verification processes, race-conscious strategies need to be employed. Race-conscious strategies
may prescribe that resources (financial and otherwise) be unequally distributed based on race.
This could disrupt the status quo in such a way that white leaders, policymakers, and
administrators may be unwilling to tolerate (Harris et al., 2015). A solid understanding of interest
convergence theory, the harmfulness of “color-evasive” narrative and policies, and raceconscious policies and practices will provide a powerful context and support white practitioners,
policymakers, and leaders in finding equity-based solutions to achieve more racially equitable
outcomes.
Limitations
Although I attempted to mitigate limitations throughout the design and analysis of this
study, my research still has multiple limitations. In the following section, I will address
limitations related to the collection and categorization of racial data, insufficient sample sizes,
and missing data. I will also discuss how the length of time to complete verification can vary by
institution and highlight a potential design limitation as it relates to the theoretical foundation of
this study.
Racial Data Collection and Categorization
In Chapter 3, I outlined the specific issues with regard to the data collection and analysis
as it pertained particularly to how the race data was collected and categorized. The focus
institution’s admissions application collected the racial and ethnicity data which allowed students
a lot of leeway in how they chose to report their racial identity. However, when the system read
the responses, the institution made decisions on how to code that data into the Student
Information System which were/is potentially problematic. For example, if a student checked
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boxes under two or more of the racial categories offered, they were assigned a “Two or More
Races” racial category instead of keeping the actual categories the student selected. In a
conversation with the data and institutional research contact I had at the focus institution, he
indicated that the reason this was done is because of the way in which this data needed to be
reported out to the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) (personal
communication, T. Preston, July 29, 2021).
Another significant issue with regard to collection and categorization of racial data
pertains to the “Hispanic or Latino” data collected. This is a similar issue to the “Two or More
Races” limitation but different in that if a student answered yes to the “Hispanic or Latino”
question, then they are coded in the institution’s system as “Latino(a)/Chicano(a)” and any
answer they provide to the “Race or Ethnic Background” question is ignored. First, there is a
limitation with asking the question using “Hispanic or Latino” and then coding the response as
“Latino(a)/Chicano(a)” because the terms Latino, Hispanic, and Chicano are not all
interchangeable (Taylor et al., 2012). Second, there is a giant limitation with regard to ignoring
the answer to the “Race and Ethnic Background” question if the student answered yes to the
“Hispanic or Latino” question. For example, a student could have answered yes to the “Hispanic
or Latino” question, and then answered “white” to the “Race or Ethnic Background” question
and for the purposes of this study, they are recorded in the “Latino(a)/Chicano(a)” category.
I first recommend that the focus institution, and all institutions of higher education, find
more creative ways to collect and store more categories on race. Secondly, I recommend that
IPEDS and other federal institutions (e.g., U. S. Census) find a way to ask about racial and ethnic
origins that allow people to answer in ways that honor their potentially nuanced, but specific to

128
them, racial and ethnic identities. This is a challenge, certainly, but finding more nuanced and
comprehensive ways to collect this information will better inform policymakers and institutional
leaders about inequities and has the potential to inform practices and solutions that are more
racially just (Alba, 2018; Gupta, 2020).
Racial Categories: Sample Sizes and Missing Data
Overall, this data set was robust (N = 5130) and the subset of those selected for
verification was also substantial in number (n = 1484). When I ran the descriptive statistics to
break these data down by race, I did find three categories of concern for small sample sizes:
American Indian and Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander and the
Unknown category. As a critical quantitative researcher, I wanted to ensure that my analysis
included these populations, however small, as much as possible.
When running the Chi-Square test of independence on the overall sample (N = 5130), the
expected value of Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander did not meet the assumption for
this statistical test and therefore I had to make the decision to either eliminate this category or
combine it with another. I took the recommendation of Muijs (2011) and chose, for the purposes
of this test, to combine it with the Asian category. I also ran into some difficulty with this
category with regard to running the post hoc estimation tests for the ANOVA to answer Research
Question 2. For this statistical analysis test to work properly, I needed to remove any category
with fewer than two cases, and the Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander category only had 1
case. After much deliberation and research on how best to handle this situation, I decided to
remove this category and proceed with the analytic strategy I had planned. Had I of chosen to
keep it in, I would have simply reported that the results of the ANOVA overall were significant.
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But without the post hoc estimation tests, I was unable to determine which racial categories were
statistically significant. By removing the Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander category, I was
able to learn that both Asian and Black or African American categories were statistically more
significantly likely to take longer to complete the verification process. This information can be
used to inform institutional practices regarding verification completion. I recognize that this
information came at the expense of elimination of the Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander
racial category, and I recommend that future research investigate the experiences of Native
Hawaiian and Pacific Islander students with the verification process.
There is a small limitation with regard to the “Unknown” racial category. A student was
coded with the “Unknown” racial category when they did not answer either the “Hispanic or
Latino” or the “Racial and Ethnic Background” questions on the admissions application. To be
clear, the “Unknown” category can be viewed as instances where racial category data is missing.
It is not indicative of instances where a student does not know their answer to these questions.
Fortunately, the numbers in this category are small for the overall sample (N = 24) and the subset
sample of those selected for verification (n = 9). I chose to keep this category included in the
data analysis as I do not believe it impacted the results of this study one way or another.
Verification Processing Varies by Institution
For the research question aimed at the length of time it takes to complete verification, it is
possible that certain local institutional practices could impact the time it takes for a student to
complete the verification process. If this study is to be replicated, I would want other institutions
to be cognizant of the varying processes that occur amongst institutions with regard to
verification completion. For example, some institutions contract with a third-party company to
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provide verification support to students and financial aid offices. This practice could impact the
time it takes for students to complete verification. The focus institution for this study does not
use a third-party company to communicate with students or assist with verification in any way.
In this regard, this study is a true investigation of the institutional practice with regard to the
length of time it takes students to complete verification. Because of varied institutional practices
with regard to verification completion, the mean or average length of time results of this study
could be quite different from other institutions because their practices may differ. It is up to each
individual institution to complete their own analyses of their practices in light of their findings.
Pointing Out Inequity versus Actually Making Change
Another limitation of this study is that it merely confirms that racial inequities exist
within the likelihood of being selected for verification and the number of days it takes to
complete the process. This study’s theoretical foundations of Critical Race Theory and Critical
Whiteness Studies, at some level, instruct researchers to assume that because racism is endemic
to U. S. society and culture (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012) and because racial inequities are caused
by racism and discrimination (Kendi, 2019) we would find racial disparities within our
respective systems and processes. My intention in this study was to critically investigate and
identify equity gaps in the financial aid verification process because, for better or worse, I was
operating under the assumption that we cannot solve a problem that we cannot name or prove
exists. In effect, this study could be seen as not in keeping with the tenants of CRT/CWS because
I spent time proving something that could or should have just been assumed. In this way, the
limitation of this study is that it does not necessarily provide empirical evidence on how to
remedy or eradicate these inequities. I discuss possible solutions and interventions to eradicate
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these inequities in this Chapter 5, but future research should explore and investigate practices
and policy changes that actually address racial inequities by enacting justice-creating change. For
this study, I sought to identify the disparities that future researchers, policymakers, and
practitioners must reconcile with new solutions, interventions, and best practices.
Race and Not Social Class Focus
I chose to focus solely on race and racism with a fairly narrow lens because in my
experience as a financial aid professional, race is often ignored in favor of discussing Social
Economic Status (SES), income, or social class. As I have established, the FAFSA does not ask
questions about race, but it asks several questions about income and assets in an effort to
determine the extent to which a student and their parent(s) are able to pay for their higher
education. Additionally, my professional experience has been at Predominantly White
Institutions (PWIs). For institutions steeped in whiteness and where most employees identify
racially as white, talking about income or SES is more comfortable than talking about race.
Preserving white comfort, by favoring discussions of social class and SES instead of race, is
especially pertinent when challenging racial inequities within an established process such as
verification. My focus solely on race was intentional; however, it could also be a limitation in
this study especially given researchers have shown race to be highly correlated with other
predictor variables such as socio-economic status (SES) (American Psychological Association
[APA], 2017). In the section below on opportunities for future research, I suggest that research
be conducted that includes measures of social class or SES in conjunction with race.
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Opportunities for Further Research
By focusing on institutional level data, this study contributes to the literature by showing
that the federal financial aid and verification policies are not achieving racially equitable
outcomes on measures of verification selection and the time it takes to complete the process. By
showing that race and racism are factors in predicting verification outcomes, I have discovered
many additional areas for further consideration. In this section, I reflect on my methods and
findings from this current study to discuss critical issues that should be considered in future
research on verification.
Suggestions for Further Study Utilizing Qualitative and/or Mixed Methods
Although this study’s focus was on a pre-existing dataset and critical quantitative
analysis, future research should incorporate qualitative or mixed methods to better understand
how students experience the verification process. Qualitative methods should be used to explore
how students understand and make meaning around how their race may have impacted their
verification experience. Topics could include how students felt when they were selected for
verification, how they interpreted why they were selected, what students remember about the
process of completing verification including barriers and challenges they encountered, and what
support they would have appreciated or needed to help the verification process be completed
more quickly and smoothly.
In addition to asking students about their experiences with the financial aid verification
process, I would also recommend that qualitative inquiry be used with financial aid professionals
and their experiences with helping students complete the verification process. Questions and
topics that could be explored with higher education financial aid professionals could include the
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greatest barriers they see for students completing verification, how they personally support
students through the verification process, how their office coordinates efforts to support students
through the process, types of outreach and communication to students about verification, and
how they work with students who are having a particularly difficult time completing the
verification process.
With this research I have shown that Asian and Black or African American students were
significantly more likely to take longer to complete verification than their white peers. Future
research should work to better understand the reasons why the verification is taking longer to
complete. The time it takes to complete verification, in and of itself, is not always the issue. A
student could start the verification process in January and finish in April and not have the types
of negative implications as a student who starts in April and finishes verification in August. This
research showed that it took students selected for verification, on average, 79 days to complete
the verification process. Future research could focus on situations where verification took longer
than 79 days to complete in order to dig deeper into the reasons why verification is taking longer
than average. Is it that the student is not interested in that school and therefore does not have
ambition to complete the process? Are students, like Adam, stuck in the bureaucracy of
requesting documents and having trouble obtaining them? Is the financial aid office taking a long
time to process information or not communicating to the student what information is needed?
This study was not designed to answer any of these questions, but future research in this area
could illuminate students’ experiences in a way that could then inform policy and practice
improvements.
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Suggestions for Replicability, Additional Variables and Statistical Analysis
This study was completed using data from a public, 4-year, Predominantly White
Institution (PWI) in the Midwest and the results may not be generalizable to institutions located
in different parts of the country or with different student body demographics. The focus
institution for this study has a need-aware financial aid awarding policy, I recommend future
studies at institutions with varying financial aid commitments such as those that ignore need,
guarantee no loan borrowing etc., I recommend that this study be replicated at community and
technical colleges, Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs), Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs), tribal colleges and Native American Serving Non-Tribal Institutions, and
even private colleges to determine the impact of different institution types and student body
compositions on the likelihood of being selected for verification and the time it takes to complete
the verification process.
Although there were statistically significant findings for both research questions, there is
still opportunity to explore and explain the dependent variables further. Variables such as firstgeneration college student status, age, gender, Pell grant eligibility, parent/student adjusted gross
income (AGI) or high school GPA could be analyzed in addition to race to better explain
predictors of being selected for verification and how long it takes to complete the process.
Further research should study the intersections of race with other variables to better understand
the nuances within the groups, in order to answer such questions as, are Black women
disproportionately more likely to be selected or take longer to complete verification when
compared to white women? Or are low-income or first-generation Asian students more likely to
take longer to complete verification than wealthy or continuing generation Asian students? I
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chose to isolate and focus on the race variable for this study because, especially in government
and public policy, race and racism discussions are seen as a “nervous area” (Gooden, 2014) that
often are not discussed on their own. Certainly, researchers have shown race to be highly
correlated with other predictor variables such as socio-economic status (SES) (APA, 2017) and I
encourage further research to consider and report on these correlations. However, I implore
researchers, especially white researchers, to be certain that their inclusion of other variables in
addition to race is for the purpose of better explaining their dependent variables and not because
of their personal discomfort in discussing the impact of race and racism within their field and
research area (Applebaum, 2007; Leonardo, 2013).
In addition to exploring additional variables, other statistical models could be used to
investigate the time it takes to complete the verification process. Future research could identify
additional independent variables such as those listed in the paragraph above to run Multiple
Linear Regression (MLR) analysis in order to better understand “how much of the variance in a
dependent variable is accounted for by any group of independent variables, and . . . how
important each independent variable is in accounting for this variance” (Punch & Oancea, 2014,
p. 278). An MLR analysis, with multiple independent variables included, could more
comprehensively explain the factors impacting the time it takes to complete the verification
process.
Future Research on Whiteness and White Racial Identity in Financial Aid
Future research could also focus on how white financial aid administrators understand
whiteness, race, and racism as it pertains to their personal and professional lives. This study was
designed, in part, to foster a culture of inquiry within financial aid departments by providing a
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model for utilizing an equity-minded-lens to evaluate the verification process to uncover
potential racial inequities. McNair et al. (2020) focused their research on how to more closely
align an institution’s equity “talk” with their equity “walk” and argued that race-conscious
policies aimed at eradicating racial inequity must first acknowledge the problem of whiteness,
understand it, and unlearn it. At the institutional level, efforts to eradicate racial inequities in
verification outcomes may lead to institutional practices on campus that do not treat students
equally. For example, if institutional research revealed that Black students were more likely to be
selected for verification, and more likely to take longer completing the process, then financial aid
practitioners would need to consider intervention efforts that focus on Black students. If aid
administrators and financial aid professionals are uncomfortable with equity-minded practices
due to their own lack of understanding of whiteness and their own white racial identity or their
perception that color-evasive ideologies foster equality, then they are likely not going to pursue
equity-minded practices and interventions. Thus, more research is needed on white financial aid
administrators’ meaning making with regard to their own white racial identity and understanding
of the impact of their whiteness on their personal and professional lives.
Future Research on Financial Aid Fraud
The stated purpose of the verification process is to protect against “improper payments”
(AlQaisi et al., 2020; Hills et al., 1987). An Obama administration report found that improper
payments of Pell grant, due to either fraud or mistakes, happened at a rate of 2.7% of all Pell
disbursements (Cheston, 2013). In recent years, Federal Student Aid has been aiming for a
national verification selection rate between 22-28% (Snider & Kerr, 2020). This disparity
between verification selection and known instances of fraud create an over-regulation of
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students, especially BIPOC and low-income students (Graves, 2019). This disparity also
highlights how the verification process is a function of institutional racism whereby policies are
designed under the assumption that students are taking advantage of the system, despite evidence
to the contrary. More research needs to be done on both the verification selection process and the
financial aid fraud. Both qualitative and quantitative research needed at both federal and
institutional levels. Future research should compare frequency and existence of fraud by
institution type, specifically for-profit institutions versus not-for-profit institutions.
Impact of Covid-19 Global Pandemic on Verification
Future research should explore the effects of the global pandemic on federal and
institutional verification policies and practices. This study focused on data from the fall of 2019
because I believed the Covid-19 pandemic could have impacted the verification outcomes of fall
2020 and fall 2021 data. Future research should look at the years impacted by the global
pandemic and compare verification outcomes to previous years to better understand the impact
of the Covid-19 pandemic on verification outcomes. Future studies exploring the impact of the
pandemic on verification will certainly be impacted by ED’s decision to suspend almost all
verification requirements for the 2021-22 aid year. This provides an opportunity to research
impacts on students and aid programs in a nearly verification-less environment. I would
especially be interested in knowing how the verification waiver impacted enrollment, overall
verification selection numbers, and students’ experiences who had been selected for verification
in previous years but were not required to complete verification for 2021-22. Quantitative studies
could examine the numbers of students selected for verification in comparison to previous years
and conduct racial equity studies such as I did in this research study.

138
Implications for Policy and Practice
The current federal system of selecting students for a mandatory process of verification
before they are allowed to utilize federal financial aid to pay for college disproportionately
negatively impacts the students that are most in need of financial assistance to pay for college.
Previous researchers have found that low-income students (Oster et al., 2020) and students from
Black and Latino neighborhoods (Lee et al., 2021) are disproportionately selected for
verification. After I had performed the data analysis for this study, the U. S. Department of
Education (ED) issued a Dear Colleague Letter (Gen-21-05) to the financial aid practitioner
community stating that effective immediately they were waiving nearly all of the verification
requirements for the 2021-22 FAFSA processing and verification cycle (Federal Student Aid,
2021). The justification given by ED for this decision was to provide “relief to students
financially challenged by the pandemic and aim to reduce barriers to enrollment for millions of
low-income students to access financial aid” (Ferguson, 2021, para. 1). ED also indicated that
they made this decision to ease the verification burden for financial aid administrators so that
they would be able to shift time and resources to helping students access emergency relief funds,
administer emergency grant programs, and help students who have lost jobs and/or income due
to the pandemic update their FAFSAs (Ferguson, 2021). Additionally, in early September 2021,
ED announced that for the 2022-23 award year, it will return the verification requirements back
to what they were before they modified/waived them for the 2021-2022 financial aid year
(Federal Register, 2021). It is now clear that ED is willing and able to make substantial changes
to verification requirements moving into the future but is apparently hesitant to make these
changes permanent. This study’s research findings are relevant now, more than ever, because ED
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has shown they have the power to make significant changes to the verification process in the
name of equity. I offer the discussion and recommendations below in order to continue the
conversation about the most effective policy and practice-based solutions to create a more
equitable verification process.
Federal Policy and Practice Implications
Researchers have established that verification is both an administrative burden on
colleges and universities (Guzman-Alvarez & Page, 2021; Hills et al., 1987; Scott-Clayton,
2015), and a disproportionate burden on students from Black and Latino neighborhoods
(Douglas-Gabriel & Harden, 2021) and low-income students (Oster et al., 2020). The results
from this study confirm that when it comes to racial equity, the FAFSA verification process
disproportionately and inequitably burdens Asian, Black or African American,
Latino(a)/Chicano(a) and students indicating Two or More Races. The U. S. Department of
Education (ED) and the U. S. Congress have the responsibility and the jurisdiction to ensure that
their laws, policies, and practices are equitable.
The U.S. Department of Education (ED) and Congress have made efforts in recent years
to simplify the FAFSA and verification process for all financial aid applicants. While these were
needed reforms, the success of these simplification efforts must be measured in terms of creating
more equitable outcomes. The results of this research study indicate that there is still room for
improvement in terms of racial equity within the verification process. Race-conscious policies
must be designed to specifically address racial inequities in an effort to achieve racial justice
(Jones & Howard Nichols, 2020). McNair et al. (2020) summed it up well when they stated that
“addressing racial inequity is therefore an act of justice that demands system-changing responses
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and explicit attention to structural inequality and institutionalized racism” (p. 34). Congress and
ED must re-focus their efforts on creating race-conscious policies both within existing policies
such as verification and in developing future policies. Given the results of this research study, I
posit that the following are implications for federal policy and practice changes that would
reduce the burden of verification on students and financial aid administrators and create a more
equitable system for distributing federal student financial aid.
Reduce Burden of Verification on Institutions and Students. The verification process
can be time consuming and frustrating (Douglas-Gabriel & Harden, 2021) and can lead to delays
in financial aid award offers which can make college-going and affordability decision-making
processes much more difficult (Rosato, 2019). The results of this study indicated that Asian and
Black or African American students were significantly more likely to take longer to complete the
verification process than their white counterparts and that Asian, Black or African American,
Latino(a)/Chicano(a) and students indicating Two or More Races were significantly more likely
to be selected for verification that white students. One way for institutions to potentially decrease
the time it takes for students to complete verification and help students through the verification
process is to engage in race-conscious communication, outreach, and financial wellness efforts.
Investments in individualized student financial wellness and literacy services could and should
be designed to address and remedy equity gaps (Reddy, 2021). These efforts within financial aid
offices, unfortunately, are often set-aside due to the administrative and financial burden of
verification (Daugherty, 2021). The National Association of Student Aid Administrators
(NASFAA) argued that the time spent on verification processing could be better spent
counseling students on paying for college and the financial aid process, helping students
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understand the value of investing in a college degree, and providing financial literacy education
(Daugherty, 2021).
The verification process has always been a decentralized unfunded federal mandate, with
the burden falling upon the individual colleges and universities to ensure the regulations set out
by ED are being followed (Hills et al., 1987). Guzman-Alvarez and Page (2021) estimate the
verification process costs U. S. colleges and universities $500 million annually. These
verification costs burden individual institutions financially and disproportionately impact
community college and four-year public universities while private universities are largely
unaffected. ED could reduce the financial burden of verification on institutions by off-setting or
reimbursing the institutional costs of verifying students or by selecting fewer students to be
verified. Both options could allow institutions to re-focus financial aid resources on raceconscious outreach and financial wellness efforts that could, in turn, remedy equity gaps.
Another way to reduce the burden of verification would be to give individual financial
aid administrators more professional judgment capability to override certain verification
elements in extenuating cases where students and families have made genuine attempts to obtain
documentation but it could not be obtained. Many students and parents are unable to obtain the
information that they need from the IRS to complete their verification (Berger & Warick, 2019).
If more professional judgement capability were allowed, financial aid administrators would be
able to document the good-faith efforts of students and families to obtain this information while
providing a path forward to complete verification. Financial Aid administrators could also utilize
more robust professional judgment authority in cases where the aid administrator knows that the
verification information requested and required will not change the student’s aid eligibility. In
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cases such as these, it would be prudent for ED to authorize individual financial aid
administrators to use their professional judgment to allow the requirements to be overridden and
students to receive financial aid.
Select Fewer Students for Verification. The results of this study indicated that the focus
institution had a higher rate of verification selection than the intended rate published by the U. S.
Department of Education. Although the national rate of verification selection in 2019-2020 was
22% (Snider & Kerr, 2020), the focus institution’s rate of verification selection in this research
study was nearly 29%. Researchers have recently documented that public 4-year and community
colleges are burdened with a disproportionate share of students selected for verification
(Guzman-Alvarez & Page, 2021). One seemingly simple solution would be for the U. S.
Department of Education to select fewer students for verification. They could amend and
improve the selection algorithm to more closely target verification selection to FAFSA files
where verification could potentially change a student’s EFC which determines aid eligibility.
Another One way that ED could more easily select fewer aid applicants to be verified
would be to allow the IRS to share more information directly with ED during the FAFSA
application process. ED wants to verify tax information in order to ensure that federal financial
aid dollars are being distributed to students who qualify based on their family’s income and asset
information. In the case of all tax-filers, the IRS already has all of this information. Currently,
students and parents must go through an authorization process called “IRS Data Retrieval Tool
(DRT)” in order to allow ED to import tax data from the IRS during the FAFSA completion
process. Many families, for many different reasons, are prohibited from using the IRS data
retrieval tool during the FAFSA completion process – thus increasing their likelihood of being
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selected for verification. If the IRS and ED could share tax-payer information seamlessly behind
the scenes, without explicit tax-payer consent during the application process, it would remove
the burden from individual families to provide this information and a natural consequence could
be that fewer aid applicants would be selected for verification. Fewer FAFSA applicants being
selected for verification would lessen the verification burden on institutions and also directly
lesson the burden on individual FAFSA applicants. My findings in this research project indicated
that Asian and Black or African American students were significantly more likely to take longer
to complete the verification process than white students. If the IRS and ED were able to more
seamlessly share tax information, it could remove some of the barriers of obtaining copies of tax
information for verification and lessen the time it takes students to complete the process.
A final way to reduce the number of students selected for verification would be to select
students for verification at rates similar to those rates of improper Pell Grant payments (Graves,
2019; Guzman-Alvarez & Page, 2021). Cheston (2013) found that improper payments of Pell
Grant happen at a rate of 2.7%. The national verification selection rate has hovered around 2228% which is at least 20% higher than the rate of improper Pell payments. Although ED has
recently announced its plans decrease the national verification selection rate from 22% to 18%
(Hoover, 2020), the verification selection algorithm, if it remains as is, will still
disproportionately burden low-income and BIPOC students. ED must commit to ensuring that
the verification selection process, even if fewer students are selected, is not disproportionately
burdening low-income and BIPOC students. It is my recommendation for policymakers find a
solution that lowers the overall verification selection rate to a percentage more in keeping with
the improper Pell payment rate, while ensuring racially equitable verification selection outcomes.
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Create a Centralized National Verification Portal. Currently each student that is
selected for verification must complete verification at every institution that they are interested in
attending. The results of this study indicated that Asian, Black or African American,
Latino(a)/Chicano(a) and students indicating Two or More Races were significantly more likely
to be selected for verification that white students and that Asian and Black or African American
students were significantly more likely to take longer to complete the verification process than
their white counterparts. I have already discussed that verification can be time-consuming,
frustrating (Douglas-Gabriel & Harden, 2021), and delay financial aid award information
(Rosato, 2019) and yet this study’s findings do not even take into consideration the cumulative
impact of working through the verification process at more than one college or university.
A centralized verification portal would allow students to complete verification only once,
allow ED to only require one verification per household, and then allow each college and
university to utilize the centralized documentation and results in order to offer aid packages to
students. Additionally, a centralized verification portal would allow ED to not select students
who have been verified in years previous (unless, for example, family income or family size
changed drastically from year to year). The results of this recommendation are supported by this
study’s findings because if a student is disproportionately likely to be selected for verification,
the verification burden is compounded then for Asian, Black or African American,
Latino(a)/Chicano(a) and students reporting Two or More Races who are in the process of
considering multiple colleges or universities, have more than one student in their household
attending college, or have been selected multiple years in a row.
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Collect Data Disaggregated by Race and Ethnicity. One of my underlying arguments
throughout this dissertation has been that because the FAFSA process does not collect
information on the applicant’s race or ethnicity the FAFSA and verification process have been
considered “race-neutral” (Hypolite & Tichavakunda, 2019) which has had the effect of
exempting the verification process from scrutiny with an equity-minded lens. Kendi (2019)
wrote that policies are either sustaining or producing racial inequity or equity between racial
groups – there is no “race-neutral” policy. I echo Jones and Howard Nichols’ (2020)
recommendation urging advocates to pressure federal policy makers “to collect better and
timelier national data on college cost, debt, post-collegiate earnings, loan repayment, and loan
default by race and ethnicity” (p. 13) as currently these data points are not readily available.
Institutional Policy and Practice Implications
As long as verification is required to be completed by individual aid offices at the college
or university level, then institutions bear responsibility in ensuring their financial aid policies and
practices are racially equitable. In the sections below I outline this study’s implications for
institutions and financial aid departments with regard to creating more equitable financial aid
verification policies and practices.
Equity-Focused, Race-Conscious Verification Practices. Institutional financial aid
administrators and university leadership should design policies, practices, and strategies to
specifically focus on closing racial equity gaps in verification completion processes. Many of
these interventions and strategies could have the effect of helping all students, but to be clear,
these practices should be designed as race-conscious. Race-conscious policies and practices are
defined as those that “explicitly address race in the design and provide higher education access,
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opportunity, or support to students of color and their colleges and universities serving them”
(Jones & Howard Nichols, 2020, p. 3). As I mentioned in my limitations, this research study was
not focused on why Asian and Black or African American students took disproportionately
longer than white students to complete verification. This is an area for future qualitative research.
But since I have confirmed that they do take significantly longer, it is imperative that I address
possible implications and solutions for how these inequities might be remedied. Below I make
recommendations on how institutions could use race-conscious practices to create more racially
equitable verification completion outcomes. Results of this study indicated that Asian and Black
or African American students were significantly more likely to take longer to complete the
verification process. The drawbacks to completing the FAFSA later can mean students may
receive less aid (LaManque, 2009; McKinney & Novak, 2015) and may be less likely to persist
in college (LaManque, 2009). Practices and strategies should be implemented to specifically
focus on reducing the time it takes for Asian and Black or African American students to
complete the verification process.
Communication and Outreach. Aid administrators cannot control when a student
completes the FAFSA or when the student submits it to the university. However, once the
institution is aware that students are selected for verification, outreach to students with
information about what is needed to complete verification should be almost immediate. As an aid
administrator, I understand first-hand that it is difficult at times to get students and families to
take action or comprehend the urgency of the aid office’s requests. In my experience, people
often believe they have time, and the verification process will not take long. Aid offices should
be bold with their communications in terms of conveying urgency and necessity with regard to
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verification. Aid offices are often competing with other university offices for the attention of
these students. At the time that financial aid offices are trying to get students to complete
verification, the Admissions office is contacting them about committing, depositing, or visiting
campus, the Advising office is contacting them about registering for classes, housing is
contacting them about living on campus, etc. Universities need to prioritize their
communications across departments in order of what is most important at that time. If a student
is selected for verification, completing the verification process in a timely manner so that the
student is eligible for Title IV financial aid seems like an imperative task for both the student’s
success and the institution’s enrollment and persistence goals.
Aid offices must use an all-prongs available approach to communication with students
who have been selected for verification and their families. It certainly takes resources and
commitment from aid offices but the communication strategy regarding verification must include
paper mail, email to university/personal/parent accounts, text messages, app notifications, phone
calls, and whatever other personalized communication tool is available to get this information to
students. Proactive outreach or “nudging” has been found it to be effective in getting students to
file the FAFSA earlier (Page et al., 2017) and complete the necessary tasks to attend college
(Castleman & Page, 2015). This research should be used to inform practices on how to use
nudging or proactive communication for the purposes of verification completion.
Partnerships Across Campus. Given that verification can be a barrier to student success,
enrollment, and persistence, getting students to complete financial aid verification should be an
institution-wide priority. Financial aid offices should also coordinate with other offices such as
Advising, TRIO, College Possible, One Stop, Housing, and Admissions to convey the
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verification statuses of students so that if members of these offices are in contact with students,
they can reinforce important verification related messages to the student. Other office staff
members should be cross-trained enough to engage in a conversation with students about
verification and what is needed. Other office members may not be able to answer all questions
regarding verification but at the very least they can engage and entertain a conversation with
students enough to build rapport and work toward a warm referral and hand-off to the financial
aid office.
In summary, communication strategies regarding verification must be comprehensive,
frequent, and success must be measured in outcomes, not outreach efforts. Aid offices must build
race-conscious strategies and partnerships across campus to reduce the time it takes students,
specifically Asian and Black or African American students, to complete verification. These
outreach efforts and communications will likely decrease all students’ time it takes to complete
verification but success must be measure in outcomes. Aid offices must be accountable in
keeping track and measuring their efforts in order to ensure they are reducing inequities within
the verification process.
Build Institutional and Departmental Anti-Racism Culture. It might seem idealistic
to contend that in a study that confirmed racial inequities within the financial aid verification
process I would recommend that one of the implications would be building an anti-racist culture
across campus. Critical Race Theory is built upon the understanding that racism is endemic and
built into U. S. culture and society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Racism and white supremacy,
and the inequities and discrimination they cause, cannot be eradicated unless structures and
systems are built specifically to do so. The status quo perpetuates racism and white supremacy.
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Therefore, in order for institutions to reckon with the implications of racism and white
supremacy, they must intentionally set out to do so. As Kendi (2019) reminded us, there is no
non-racist policy, only policies that either perpetuate racist outcomes or those that alleviate and
make outcomes racially equitable. Institutions can work toward becoming anti-racist by
expecting all staff members to engage in anti-racism and bias training and auditing their policies
and procedures to ensure they are intentionally anti-racist.
Anti-Racism and Bias Training for Staff Members. In the section on federal policy
implications, I argued that one way to decrease the burden of verification on students and
practitioners would be to allow financial aid professionals more professional judgment latitude as
it pertains to specific verification situations. With increased power and judgment capacity comes
susceptibility to implicit bias and discrimination. If ED decided to allow individual aid
administrators increased professional judgment capabilities, then it would behoove them to also
require mandatory and frequent training of financial aid administrators to ensure equitable
decision-making. ED could also set equity benchmarks, require more research and reporting on
professional judgement decisions, and audit those decisions for consistency purposes. I
recommend the following areas for training and education of financial aid administrators:
•

Understand the historical legacy of systemic racism and white supremacy in the
United States.

•

Implicit/Unconscious Bias training that focuses on individual privileged and
marginalized identities.

•

Microaggression training.
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•

Training that directly confronts racist implications of neoliberal ideals such as
meritocracy, race-neutrality, and color-evasiveness (Bonilla-Silva, 2018).

•

Training on how to build race-conscious policies and practices into daily financial aid
administration (McNair et al., 2020).

Increase Racial Diversity Among Financial Aid Staff Members. Rodriguez (2021)
found that a diverse teacher workforce has academic and social emotional benefits and “connects
cultures, sets high expectations, and reduces implicit bias” (para. 2). Racial diversity at all levels
of the institution plays an important role in fostering an inclusive campus climate where students
see themselves within members of the campus community which creates a sense of belonging
and inclusiveness (King et al., 2016). In a 2017 NASFAA Benchmarking survey, over 70% of
financial aid administrator respondents indicated a white racial identity. This dataset is currently
the most comprehensive on racial identity of financial aid administrators available. U. S. Census
data from 2010 confirms that this is nearly proportional to the overall number of people in the
United States reporting white as their race on the census. Although the national data indicates
equity, institutions must pay attention to the racial demographic breakdown of faculty and staff
to ensure they are equitable with the demographics of the student population.
Audit Verification and Other Financial Aid Policies. Financial aid leaders and
administrators can specifically audit policies and procedures to ensure their intent and impact are
anti-racist. During this audit process they can be cognizant if any policies are reinforcing the
marginalization of any group or favoring any groups over another. For verification-related
policies, financial aid leaders need to ensure that institutional selection of verification not racially
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biased. Professional judgement decisions are also an area for review as these decisions are solely
at the discretion of individual aid administrators.
Institutional Data Collection and Research. Anytime that race or ethnicity data is
being collected for research purposes the categories should be specific and comprehensive
enough to ensure that respondents’ racial identities are being captured as closely as possible to
how they identify. In the limitations section I outlined all of the ways in which the racial
categories are incomplete and could potentially cause harm when a respondent feels forced to
choose an option that is not true to their actual racial identity (Strunk & Hoover, 2019). In
quantitative research, one may be concerned that adding many categories would be confusing to
respondents or cause such small sample sizes that complicates data analysis. I believe a critical
quantitative researcher would welcome this problem if it meant that the data collected was more
accurate. When the data is more accurate it can better inform research and policy. For example, I
mentioned that the focus institution has a relatively robust population of Hmong and Somali
students. The analysis in this study is incapable of commenting on anything specifically relating
to these populations because the data collection process did not include enough options for racial
identity. Thus, the data analysis suffered, and the interventions potentially employed at the
practitioner level are less precise and potentially less effective.
In summary, this study has many implications for policy and practice for both federal and
institutional level organizations. Verification regulations and policies are created at the federal
level, but institutions also create policies and practices at the local level. The results of this study
show that both the federal verification selection policy and the institutional level completion
policies and practices are not racially equitable.
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Conclusion
This study provides insight on how two outcomes, FAFSA verification selection and the
time it takes to complete the verification process, are racially inequitable. The results of this
study showed that Asian, Black or African American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a), and students who
self-reported Two or More Races were significantly more likely to be selected for verification
than white students. This study’s findings also showed that Asian and Black or African
American students where significantly more likely to take longer to complete the verification
process than white students.
Institutions are not anti-racist until they can show racially equitable outcomes amidst a
plethora of student success and retention measures (McNair et. al., 2020). To do this, university
leaders and federal policymakers must be committed to strategies and initiatives that are focused
on racial justice. When racial disparities are uncovered, the goal must be to eradicate them. It is
not enough to try. An honest reckoning and accounting of the destructive and endemic nature of
racism and white supremacy within institutional systems, policies, procedures, and people
themselves is necessary to challenge racism and white supremacy at all levels, systemic and
individual. Inequities will hide behind race-neutral policies (Kendi, 2019) and current systems
and structures are designed to uphold these policies. Policymakers, leaders, and practitioners
must be aware of these realities and ready to challenge them through strategies, initiatives, and
practices that show racially equitable outcomes. Higher education institutions are uniquely
situated to tackle aspects of systemic racial injustice (Cabrera, 2017), but they must commit to
measuring their success by outcomes rather than efforts (McNair, et al., 2020).
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